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It w;is a now game; and they seemed to lie seeking the best 
meana of attack. Fr(intisI"Ik(:k. See page 266. 
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THE VOICE OF THE PACK 



PROLOGUE 

If one can just lie close enough to the breast of the wilder- 
ness, he can't help but be imbued with some of the life that 
pulses therein. — From a Frontiersman's Diary. 

Long ago, when the great dty of Gitche- 
apolis was a rather smaU, untidy hamlet in the 
middle of a plain, it used to be that a pool of 
.water, possibly two hundred feet square, gath- 
ered every spring immediately back of the 
courthouse. The snow falls thick and heavy in 
Gitcheapolis in winter ; and the pond was noth- 
ing more than snow water that the inefficient 
drainage system of the city did not quite ab- 
sorb. Now snow water is occasionally the 
HODst limpid, melted-crystal thing in the world. 
There are places just two thousand miles west 
of Gitcheapolis where you can see it pouring 
pure and fresh oflF of. the snow fields, scouring 
out a ravine from the great rock wall of a 
mountain side, leaping faster than a deer leaps 
— and when you speak of the speed of a de- 
scending deer you speak of something the usual 
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mortal eye can scarcely follow — from cat- 
aract to cataract; and the sight is always a 
pleasing one to behold. Incidentally, these 
same snow streams are quite often simply 
swarming with trout, — brook and cutthroat, 
steelhead and even those speckled fellows that 
fishermen call Dolly Vardens for some reason 
that no one has ever quite been able to make 
out. They are to be found in every ripple, and 
they bite at a fly as if they were going to crush 
the steel hook into dust between their teeth, 
and the cold water gives them spirit to fight 
imtil the last breath of strength is gone from 
their beautiful bodies. How they came there, 
and what their purpose is in ever climbing up 
the river that leads nowhere but to a snow bank, 
no one exactly knows. 

The snow water back of the courthouse was 
not like this at all. Besides being the despair 
of the plmnbers and the city engineer, it was 
a severe strain on the beauty-loving instincts 
of every inhabitant in the town who had any 
such instincts. It was muddy and murky and 
generally distasteful ; and lastly, there were no 
trout in it. Neither were there any mud cat 
such as were occasionally to be caught in the 
Gitcheapolis River. 

A little boy played at the edge of the water, 
this spring day of long ago. Except for his in- 
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terest in the pond, it would have been scarcely 
worth while to go to the trouble of explaining 
that it contained no fish. He, however, bitterly 
regretted the fact. In truth, he sometimes liked 
to believe that it did contain fish, very sleepy 
fish that never made a ripple, and as he had an 
imcommon imagination he was sometimes able 
to convince himself that this was so. But he 
never took hook and line and played at fishing. 
He was too much afraid of the laughter of his 
boy friends. His mother probably wouldn't 
object if he fished here, he thought, particu- 
larly if he were careful not to get his shoes cov- 
ered with mud. But she would n't let him go 
down to Gitcheapolis Creek to fish with the 
other boys for mud cat. He was not very 
strong, she thought, and it was a rough sport 
anyway, and besides, — she didn't think he 
waiiited to go very badly. As mothers are usu- 
aUy particularly understanding, this was a cu- 
rious thing. 

The truth was that little Dan Failing wanted 
to fish almost as much as he wanted to live. 
He would dream about it of nights. His blood 
would glow with the thought of it in the spring- 
time. Women the world over will have a hard 
time beUeving what an intense, heart-devouring 
passion the love of the chase can be, whether it 
is for fishing or hunting or merely knocking 



4 The Voice of the Pack 

golf balls into a little hole upon a green. Some- 
times they don't remember that this instinct is 
just as much a part of most men, and thus most 
boys, as their hands or their lips. It was ac- 
quired by just as laborious a process, — the 
lives of uncounted thousands of ancestors who 
fished and hunted for a Uving. 

It was true that httle Dan did n't look the 
part. Even then he showed signs of physical 
frailty. His eyes looked rather large, and his 
cheeks were not the color of fresh sirloin as they 
should have been. In fact, one would have had 
to look very hard to see any color in them at 
all. These facts are interesting from the Ught 
they throw upon the next glimpse ^of Dan, fully 
twenty years later. 

This story is n't about the pool of snow wa- 
ter; it is only partly about Gitcheapolis. 
" Gitche " means great in the Indian language, 
and every one knows what " apolis " means. 
There are a dozen cities in the middle- western 
part of the United States just like it — with 
Indian names, with muddy, snow-water pools, 
with slow rivers in which only mud cat hve — 
utterly surrounded by endless fields that slope 
levelly and evenly to a drab horizon. And be- 
cause that land is what it is, because there are 
such cities as Gitcheapohs, there has sprung 
up in this decade a farseeing breed of men. 



Prologue 5 

They could n't help but learn to see far, on such 
prairies. And, like little Dan by the pool, 
they did all their hunting and their fishing and 
exercised many of the instincts that a thousand 
generations of wild men had instilled in them, 
in their dreams alone. It was great exercise 
for the imagination. And perhaps that has 
had something to do with the size of the crop of 
writers and poets and artists that is now being 
harvested in the Middle West. 

Except for the fact that it was the back- 
ground for the earliest picture of little Dan, 
the pool back of the courthouse has very little 
importance in his story. It did, however, af- 
ford an illustration to him of one of the really 
astonishing truths of life. He saw a shadow 
in the water that he pretended he thought might 
be a fish. He threw a stone at it. 

The only thing that happened was a splash, 
and then a slowly widening ripple. The cir- 
cimif erence of the ripple grew ever larger, ex- 
tended and widened, and finally died at the 
edge of the shore. It set little Dan to think- 
ing. He wondered if, had the pool been 
larger, the ripple still would have spread ; and 
if the pool had been eternity, whether the ripple 
would have gone on forever. At the time he 
did not know the laws of cause and effect. La- 
ter, when Gitcheapohs was great and prosper- 
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ous and no longer untidy, he was going^to find 
out that a cause is nothing but a rock thrown 
into a pond of infinity, and the ripple that is its 
effect keeps growing and growing forever. 

It is a very old theme, but the astonishment 
it creates is always new. A man once figured 
out that if Clovis had spared one life that he 
took — say that of the imder-chief whose skull 
he shattered to pay him for breaking the vase 
of Soissons — there would be to-day the same 
races but an entirely different set of individ- 
uals. The effect would grow and grow as the 
years passed. The man's progeny each in turn 
would leave his mark upon the world, and the 
result would be — too vast to contemplate. 
The little incident that is the real beginning of 
this story was of no more importance than a 
pebble thrown into the snow-water pond; but 
its effect was to remove the life of Dan Fail- 
ing, since grown up, far out of the realms of 
the ordinary. 

And that brings all matters down to 1919, 
in the last days of a particularly sleepy siun- 
mer. You would hardly know Gitcheapolis 
now. It is true that the snows still fall deep 
in winter, but the city engineer has finaUy 
solved the problem of the pool back of the 
courthouse. In fact, the courthouse itself is 
gone, and rebuilt in a more pretentious sec- 
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tion of the city. The business district has in- 
creased tenfold. And the place where used to 
be the pool and the playground of Dan Fail- 
ing is now laid off in as green and pretty a city 
park as one could wish to see. 

The evidence points to the conclusion that 
the story some of the oldest settlers told about 
this district was really so. They say that forty 
and fifty and maybe seventy-five years ago, the 
quarter-section where the park was laid out was 
a green little glade, with a real, natural lake in 
the center. Later the lake was drained to raise 
com, and the fish therein — many of them such 
noble fish as perch and bass — all died in the 
sun-baked mud. The pool that had gathered 
yearly was just the lake trying, like a spent 
prize fighter, to come back. And it is rather 
smgular that buildings have been torn down 
and money has been spent to restore the httle 
glade to its original charm; and now construc- 
tion has been started to build an artificial lake 
in the center. One would be inclined to won- 
der why things were n't kept the way they were 
in the first place. But that is the way of cities. 

Some day, when the city becomes more pros- 
perous, a pair of swans and a herd of deer are 
going to be introduced, to restore some of the 
natural wild life of the park. But in the sirai- 
mer of 1919, a few small birds and possibly half 
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a dozen pairs of squirrels were the extent and 
limit of the wild ereatiu-es. And at the mo- 
ment this story opens, one of these squirrels 
was perched on a wide-spreading limb over- 
arching a gravel path that slanted through the 
simlit park. The squirrel was hungry. He 
wished that some one would come along with a 
nut. 

There was a bench beneath the tree. If 
there had not been, the life of Dan Failing 
would have been entirely different. In fact, 
as the events will show, there wouldn't have 
been any life worth talking about at all. If 
the squirrel had been on any other tree, if he 
had n't been hungry, if any one of a dozen other 
things had n't been as they were, Dan Failing 
would have never gone back to the land of his 
people. The little bushy-tailed fellow on the 
tree limb was the squirrel of Destiny 1 



BOOK ONE 



REPATRIATION 



Dan Failing stepped out of the elevator 
and was at once absorbed in the crowd that 
ever surged up and down Broad Street. Where 
the crowd came from, or what it was doing, or 
where it was going was one of the mysteries of 
Gitcheapolis. It appealed to a person rather 
as does a river : eternal, infinite, having no con- 
trol over its direction or movement, but only 
subject to vast, underlying natiu*al laws. In 
this case, the laws were neither gravity nor co- 
hesion, but rather unnamed laws that go clear 
back to the struggle for existence and self-pres- 
ervation. Once in the crowd, Failing surren- 
dered up all individuality. He was just one of 
the ordhiary drops of water, not an interesting, 
elaborate, physical and chemical combination 
to be studied on the shde of a microscope. No 
one glanced at him in particular. He was 
enough like the other drops of water not to 
attract attention. He wore fairly passable 
clothes, neither rich nor shabby. He was a 
tall man, but gave no impression of strength 
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because of the exceeding spareness of his 
frame. As long as he remained in the crowd, 
he wasn't important enough to be studied. 
But soon he turned oflF, through the park, and 
straightway found himself alone. 

The noise and bustle of the crowd — never 
loud or startling, but so continuous that the 
senses are scarcely more aware of them than of 
the beating of one's own heart — suddenly and 
utterly died almost at the very border of the 
park. It was as if an ax had chopped them off, 
and left the silence of the wild place. The 
gravel path that slanted through the green 
lawns did not lead anywhere in particular. It 
made a big loop and came out almost where it 
went in. Perhaps that is the reason that the 
busy crowds did not launch forth upon it. 
Crowds, hke electricity, take the shortest 
course. Moreover, the hour was still some dis- 
tance from noon, and the afternoon pleasure 
seekers had not yet come. But the morning 
had advanced far enough so that all the old 
castaways that had slept in the park had de- 
parted. Dan had the path all to himself. 

Although he had plenty of other things to 
think about, the phenomena of the sudden si- 
lence came home to him very straight indeed. 
The noise from the street seemed wholly imable 
to penetrate the thick branches of the trees. 
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He could even hear the leaves whisking and 
flicking together, and when a man can discern 
this, he can hear the cushions of a mountain 
lion on a trail at night. Of course Dan Fail- 
ing had never heard a mountain lion. Except 
on the railroad tracks between^ he had never 
really been away from cities in his life. 

At once his thought went back to the doctor's 
words. Dan had a very retentive memory, as 
well as an extra fine imagination. The two 
always seem to go together. The words were 
still repeating themselves over and over in his 
ears, and the doctor's face was still before his 
eyes. It had been a kind face; the lips had 
even curled in a little smile of encouragement. 
But the doctor had been perfectly frank, en- 
tirely straightforward. Dan was glad that he 
had. At least, he was rid of the dreadful un- 
certainty. There had been no evasion in his 
verdict. 

" I Ve made every test," he said. " They 're 
pretty well shot. Of course, you can go to 
some sanitarium, if you've got the money. 
If you have n't — enjoy yourself all you can 
for about six months." 

Dan's voice had been perfectly cool and sure 
when he replied. He had smiled a little, too. 
He was still rather proud of that smile. " Six 
months? Is n't that rather short? " 
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" Maybe a whole lot shorter. I think that 's 
the limit." 

There was the situation: Dan Failing had 
but six months to live. Of course, the doctor 
said, if he had the money he could go to a san- 
itariimi. But he had spoken entirely hope- 
lessly. Besides, Dan did n't have the money. 
He pushed all thought of sanitariums out of his 
mind. Instead, he began to wonder whether 
his mother had been entirely wise in her effort 
to keep him from the " rough games " of the 
boys of his own age. He realized now that he 
had been an under-weight all his life, — that 
the frailty that had thrust him to the edge of 
the grave had begun in his earUest boyhood. 
But it was n*t that he was bom with physical 
handicaps. He had weighed a full ten pounds ; 
and the doctor had told his father that a stiu*- 
dier little chap was not to be foimd in any 
maternity bed in the whole city. But his 
mother was convinced that the child was deli- 
cate and must be sheltered. Never in all the 
history of his family, so far as Dan knew, had 
there been a death from the malady that af- 
flicted him. Yet his sentence was signed and 
sealed. 

But he harbored no resentment against his 
mother. It was all in the game. She had 
done what she thought was best. And he be- 
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gan to wonder in what way he could get the 
greatest pleasure from his last six months of 
Ufe, 

" Good Lord I " he suddenly breathed. " I 
may not even be here to see the snows come I " 
Perhaps there was a grim note in his voice. 
There was certainly no tragedy, no offensive 
sentimentality. He was looking the matter in 
the face. But it was true that Dan had always 
been partial to the winter season. When the 
snow lay all over the farmlands and bowed 
down the limbs of the trees, it had always wak- 
ened a curious flood of feelings in the wasted 
man. It seemed to him that he could remem- 
ber other winters, wherein the snow lay for 
endless miles over an endless wilderness, and 
here and there were strange, many-toed tracks 
that could be followed in the icy dawns. He 
did n't ever know just what made the tracks, 
except that they were creatures of fang and 
talon that no law had ever tamed. But of 
course it was just a fancy. He was n't in the 
least misled about it. He knew that he had 
never, in his lifetime, seen the wilderness. Of 
course his grandfather had been a frontiersman 
of tlie first order, and all his ancestors before 
him — a rangy, hardy breed whose wings 
would crumple in civilization — but he himself 
had always lived in cities. Yet the falling 



16 The Voice of the Pack 

snows, soft and gentle but with a kind of re- 
morselessness he could sense but could not un- 
derstand, had always stirred him. He 'd often 
imagined that he would Uke to see the forests 
in winter. He knew something about forests. 
He had gone one year to college and had stud- 
ied all the forestry that the university heads 
would let him take. Later he had read endless 
books on the same subject. But the knowledge 
had never done him any good. Except for a 
few boyish dreams, he never imagined that it 
would. 

In him you could see a reflection of the boy 
that played beside the pond of snow water, 
twenty years before. His dark gray eyes were 
still rather large and perhaps the wasted flesh 
aroimd them made them seem larger than they 
were. But it was a Uttle hard to see them, as 
he wore large glasses. Hisi mother had been 
sure, years before, that he needed glasses ; and 
she had easily found an ocuUst that agreed with 
her. 

Now that he was alone on the path, the utter 
absence of color in his cheeks was startling. 
That meant the absence of red, — that warm 
glow of the blood, eager and alive in his veins. 
There was, indeed, another color, visible only 
because of the stark whiteness of his skin. He 
was newly shaven, and his Ups and chin looked 
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somewhat blue from the heavy growth of hair 
mider the skin. Perhaps an observer would 
have noticed lean hands, with big-knuckled fin- 
gers, a rather firm mouth, and closely cropped 
dark hair. He was twenty-nine years of age, 
but he looked somewhat older. He knew now 
that he was never going to be any older. A 
doctor as sure of himself as the one he had just 
consulted could n't possibly be mistaken. 

It was rather refreshing to get into the park. 
Dan could think ever so much more clearly. 
He never could think in a crowd. Someway, 
the hurrying people always seemed to bewilder 
him. Here the leaves were flicking and rus- 
tling over his head, and the shadows made a 
curious patchwork on the green lawns. He be- 
came quite calm and reflective. And then he 
sat down on a park bench, just beneath the 
spreading limb of a great tree. He would sit 
here, he thought, until he finally decided what 
he would do with his remaining six months. 

He had n't been able to go to war. The re- 
cruiting officer had been very kind but most 
determined. The boys had brought him great 
tales of France. It might be nice to go to 
France and live in some country inn until he 
died. But he did n't have very long to think 
upon this vein. For at that instant the squir- 
rel came down to see if he had a nut. 
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It was the squirrel of Destiny. But Dan 
did n't know it then. 

Now it is true that it takes more than one 
generation for any wild creature to get com- 
pletely away from its natiu*al timidity. Quite 
often a person is met who has taken quail eggs 
from a nest and hatched them beneath the warm 
body of a domestic hen. Just what is the value 
of such a proceeding is rather hard to explain, 
as quail have neither the instincts nor the train- 
ing to enjoy life in a barnyard. Yet occasion- 
ally it is done, and the little quail spend most 
of their days running frantically up and down 
the coop, yearning for the wild, free spaces for 
which they were created. But they haven't, 
as a rule, many days to spend in this manner. 
Mostly they rim until they die. 

The rule is said to work both ways. A tame 
canary, freed, will usually try to return to his 
cage. And this is known to be true of human 
beings just as of the wild creatures. There are 
certain breeds of men, used to the far-lying 
hills, who, if inclosed in cities, run up and down 
them imtil they die. The Indians, for instance, 
have n't ever been able to adjust themselves to 
civilization. There are several thousand of 
them now where once were millions. 

Bushy-tail was not particularly afraid of the 
human beings that passed up and down the 
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park, because he had learned by experience that 
they usually attempted no harm to him. But, 
nevertheless, he had his instincts. He did n't 
entirely trust them. Occasionally a child 
would come with a bag of nuts, and he would 
sit on the grass not a dozen feet away to gather 
such as were thrown to him. But all the time 
he kept one sharp eye open for any sudden 
or dangerous motions. And every instinct 
warned him against coming nearer than a 
dozen feet. After several generations, prob- 
ably the squirrels of this park would climb 
all over its visitors and sniff in their ears and 
investigate the back of their necks. But this 
was n't the way of Bushy-tail. He had come 
too recently from the wild places. And he 
wondered, most intensely, whether this tall, 
forked creature had a pocket full of nuts. He 
swung down on the grass to see. 

"Why, you Httle devil I'' Dan said in a 
whisper. His eyes suddenly sparkled with de- 
Hght. And he forgot all about the doctor's 
words and his own prospects in his bitter re- 
grets that he had not brought a pocketful of 
nuts. Unfortimately, he had never acquired 
the peanut habit. His mother had always 
thought it vulgar. 

And then Dan did a curious thing. Even 
later, he did n't know why he did it, or what 
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gave him the idea that he could decoy the squir- 
rel up to him by doing it. That was his only 
purpose, — just to see how close the squirrel 
would come to him. He thought he would like 
to look into the bright eyes at close range. All 
he did was suddenly to freeze into one position, 
— in an instant rendered as motionless as the 
rather questionable-looking stone stork that 
was perched on the fountain. 

He did n't know it, at the time, but it was a 
most meritorious piece of work. The truth 
was that he was acting solely by instinct. Men 
who have lived long in the wilderness learn a 
very important secret in deaUng with wild ani- 
mals. They know, in the first place, that inti- 
macy vdth them is solely a matter of sitting still 
and making no sudden motions. It is motion, 
not shape, that frightens them. If a hunter 
is among a herd of deer and wishes to pick the 
bucks off, one by one, he simply sits still, mov- 
ing his rifle with infinite caution, and the ani- 
mal intelligence does not extend far enough to 
interpret him as an enemy. Instead of being 
afraid, the deer are usually only curious. 

Dan simply sat still. The squirrel was very 
close to him, and Dan seemed to know by in- 
stinct that the movement of a single muscle 
would give him away. So he sat as if he were 
posing before a photographer's camera. The 
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fact that he was able to do it is in itself impor- 
tant. It is considerably easier to exercise with 
dumb-bells for five minutes than to sit abso- 
lutely without motion for the same length of 
time. Himters and naturaUsts acquire the art 
with training. It was therefore rather curious 
that Dan succeeded so well the first time he 
tried it. He had sense enough to relax first, 
before he froze. Thus he didn't put such a 
severe strain on his muscles. And this was 
another bit of wisdom that in a tenderfoot 
would have caused much wonder in certain 
hairy old himters in the West. 

The squirrel, after ten seconds had elapsed, 
stood on his haunches to see better. First he 
looked a long tune with his left eye. Then he 
turned his head and looked very carefully with 
his right. Then he backed off a short distance 
and tried to get a focus with both. Then he 
came some half-dozen steps nearer. 

A moment before he had been certain that a 
living creature — in fact one of the most ter- 
rible and powerful Uving creatures in the world 
— had been sitting on. the park bench. Now 
his poor little brain was completely addled. 
He was entirely ready to beUeve that his eyes 
had deceived him. 

All the time, Dan was sitting in perfectly 
plain sight. It was n't as if he were hiding. 
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But the squirrel had learned to judge all Hfe 
by its motion alone, and he was completely at 
a loss to interpret or understand a motionless 
figure. 

Bushy-tail drew off a little further, fully 
convinced at last that his hopes of a nut from a 
child's hand were blasted. But he turned to 
look once more. The figure still sat utterly in- 
ert. And all at once he forgot his devouring 
hunger in the face of an overwhelming curi- 
osity. 

He came somewhat nearer and looked a long 
time. Then he made a half -circle about tiie 
bench, turning his. head as he moved. He was 
more puzzled than ever, but he was no longer 
afraid. His curiosity had become so intense 
that no room for fear was left. And then he 
sprang upon the park bench. 

Dan moved then. The movement consisted 
of a sudden heightening of the light in his eyes. 
But the squirrel did n't see it. It takes a mus- 
cular response to be visible to tiie eyes of the 
wild things. 

The squirrel crept slowly along the bench, 
stopping to sniff, stopping to stare with one 
eye and another, just devoured from head to 
tail with curiosity. And then he leaped on 
Dan's knee. 

He was quite convinced, by now, that this 
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warm perch on which he stood was the most 
singular and interesting object of his young 
life. It was true that he was faintly worried 
by the smell that reached his nostrils. But all 
it really did was further to incite his curiosity. 
He followed the leg Up to the hip and then 
perched on the elbow. And an instant more he 
was poking a cold nose into Dan's neck. 

But if the squirrel was excited by all these 
developments, its amazement was nothing com- 
pared to Dan's. It had been the most astound- 
ing incident in the man's life. He sat still, 
tingling with delight. And in a single flash of 
inspiration he knew he had come among his own 
people at last. 

The creatures of the wild, — they were the 
folk he had always secretly loved and instinc- 
tively imderstdbd. His ancestors, for literally 
generations, had been frontiersmen and out- 
door naturalists who never wrote books. Was 
it possible that they had bequeathed to him an 
imderstanding and love of the wild that most 
men did not have? But before he had time 
to meditate on this question, an idea seemed to 
pop and flame like a Roman candle in his brain. 
He knew where he would spend his last six 
months of life. 

His own grandfather had been a himter and 
trapper and frontiersman in a certain vast but 
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little known Oregon forest. His son had 
moved to the Eastern cities, but in Dan's gar- 
ret there used to be old mementoes and curios 
from these savage days, — a few claws and 
teeth, and a fragment of an old diary. The 
call had come to him at last. Tenderfoot 
though he was, Dan would go back to those 
forests, to spend his last six months of life 
among the wild creatures that made them their 
home. 



II 

The dinner hour found Dan Failing in the 
pubUe library of Gitcheapolis, asking the girl 
who sat behind the desk if he might look at 
maps of Oregon. He got out the whole ques- 
tion without coughing once, but in spite of it 
she felt that he ought to be asking for Califor- 
nia or Arizona maps, rather than Oregon. 
People did not usually go to Oregon to rid 
themselves of his malady. A librarian, as a 
rule, is a wonderfully well-informed person; 
but her mental picture of Oregon was simply 
one large rainstorm. She remembered that she 
used to believe that Oregon people actually 
grew webs between their toes, and the place 
was thus known as the Webfoot State. She 
did n't know that Oregon has almost as many 
climates as the whole of nature has in stock, — 
snow in the east, rain in the north, winds in the 
west, and simshine in the south, with all the 
grades between. There are certain sections 
where in midwinter all himters who do not 
particularly care to sink over their heads in the 
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level snow walk exclusively on snowshoes. 
There are others, not one hundred miles dis- 
tant, where any kind of snowstorm is as rare 
a phenomenon as the seventeen-year locusts. 
Distances are rather vasty in the West. For 
instance, the map that Dan Failing looked at 
did not seem much larger than the map, say, 
of Maryland. Figures showed, however, that 
at least two counties of Oregon were each as 
large as the whole area of the former State. 

He remembered that his grandfather had 
lived in Southern Oregon. He looked along 
the bottom of his map and discovered a whole 
empire, ranging from gigantic sage plains to 
the east to dense forests along the Pacific 
Ocean. Those sage flats, by the way, contain 
not only sage hens as thick as poultry in a hen- 
yard and jack rabbits of a particularly long- 
legged and hardy breed, but also America's one 
species of antelope. Had Dan known that this 
was true, had he only been aware that these 
antelope are without exception the fastest-run- 
ning creatures upon the face of the earth, he 
might have been tempted to go there instead of 
to the land of his fathers. But all he saw on 
the map was a large brown space marked at 
exceedingly long intervals with the name of a 
fort or town. He began to search for Link- 
ville. 
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Time was when Linkville was one of the 
principal towns of Oregon. Dan remembered 
the place because some of the time-yellowed 
letters his grandfather had sent him had been 
mailed at a town that bore this name. But he 
could n't find Linkville on the map. Later he 
was to know the reason, — that the town, half- 
way between the sage plains and the mountains, 
had prospered and changed its name. He re- 
membered that it was located on one of those 
great fresh-water lakes of Southern Oregon; 
so, giving up that search, he began to look for 
lakes. He found them in plenty, — vast, un- 
measured lakes that seemed to be distributed 
without reason or sense over the whole southern 
end of the State. Near the Klamath Lakes, 
seemingly the most imposing of all the fresh- 
water lakes that the map revealed, he found a 
city named Klamath Falls. He put the name 
down in his notebook. 

The map showed a particularly high, far- 
spreading range of mountains due west of the 
city. Of course they were the Cascades; the 
map said so very plainly. Then Dan knew he 
was getting home. His grandfather had lived 
and trapped and died in these same wooded 
hills. Finally he located and recorded the name 
of the largest city on the main railroad line that 
was adjacent to the Cascades. 
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The preparation for his departure took many 
days. He read many hooks on flora and 
famia. He bought sporting equipment. 
Ejiowing the usual ratio between the respective 
pleasures of anticipation and reaUzation, he did 
not hurry himself at all. And one midnight 
he boarded a west-bound train. 

There were none that he cared about bidding 
good-by. The sudden realization of the fact 
brought a moment's wonder. He had not real- 
ized that he had led such a lonely existence. 
There were men who were fitted for living in 
cities, but perhaps he was not one of them. He 
saw the station Ughts grow dim as the train 
pulled out. Soon he could discern just a 
spark, here and there, from the city's outlying 
homes. And not long after this, the silence 
and darkness of the farm lands closed down 
upon the train. 

He sat for a long time in the vestibule of the 
sleeping car, thinking in anticipation of this 
final adventure of his hf e. It is true that he 
had not experienced many adventures. He 
had lived most of them in imagination alone; 
or else, with tired eyeSj he had read of the ex- 
ploits of other men. He was rather tremulous 
and exultant as he sank down into his berth. 

He saw to it that at least a measure of prep- 
aration was made for his coming. That night 



Itepatriation 29 

a long wire went out to the Chamber of Com- 
merce of one of the larger Southern Oregon 
cities. In it, he told the date of his arrival and 
asked certain directions. He wanted to know 
the name of some mountain rancher where pos- 
sibly he might find board and room for the re- 
mainder of the simuner and the fall. He 
wanted shooting, and he particularly cared to 
be near a river where trout might be found. 
They never came up Gitcheapolis River, or 
leaped for flies in the pond back of the court- 
house. The further back from the paths of 
men, he wrote, the greater would be his pleas- 
ure. And he signed the wire with his full 
name: Dan Failing with a Henry in the 
middle, and a " III " at the end. 

He usually did n't sign his name in quite this 
manner. The people of Gitcheapolis did not 
have particularly vivid memories of Dan's 
grandfather. But it might be that a legend 
of the gray, straight frontiersman who was his 
ancestor had still siu^ved in these remote Ore- 
gon wilds. The use of the full name would 
do no harm. 

Instead of hurting, it was a positive inspi- 
ration. The Chamber of Commerce of the busy 
Kttle Oregon city was not usually exception- 
ally interested in stray himters that wanted 
a boarding place for the summer. Its busi- 
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ness was finding country homes for orchard- 
ists in the pleasant river valleys. But it hap- 
pened that the recipient of the wire was one 
of the oldest residents, a frontiersman him- 
self, and it was one of the traditions of the 
Old West that friendships were not soon for- 
gotten. Dan Failing I had been a legend 
in the old trapping and shooting days when this 
man was young. So it came about that when 
Dan's train stopped at Cheyenne, he found a 
telegram waiting him: 

" Any relation to Dan Failing of the Ump- 
quaw Divide?" 

Dan had never heard of the Umpquaw Di- 
vide, but he could n't doubt but that the sender 
of the wire referred to his grandfather. He 
wired in the aflfirmative. The head of the 
Chamber of Commerce received the wire, read 
it, thrust it into his desk, and in the face of a 
really important piece of business proceeded to 
forget all about it. Thus it came about that, 
except for one thing, Dan Failing would have 
probably stepped off the train at his destina- 
tion wholly unheralded and unmet. The one 
thing that changed his destiny was that at a 
meeting of a certain widely known fraternal 
order the next night, the Chamber of Com- 
merce crossed trails with the Frontier in the 
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person of another old resident who had his home 
iQ the farthest reaches of the Umpquaw Divide. 
The latter asked the former to come up for a 
few days' shooting — the deer being fatter and 
more nimierous than any previous season since 
the days of the grizzlies. For it is true that one 
of the most magnificent breed of bears that ever 
walked the face of the earth once left their foot- 
prints, as of flour-sacks in the mud, from one 
end of the region to another. 

" Too busy, I 'm afraid," the Chamber of 
Commerce had replied. " But Lennox — that 
reminds me. Do you remember old Dan Fail- 
mg? 

Lennox probed back into the years for a 
single instant, straightened out all the kinks 
of his memory in less time than the wind 
straightens out the folds of a flag, and turned 
a most interested face. " Remember him I " 
he exclaimed. " I should say I do." The 
middle-aged man half -closed his piercing, gray 
eyes. Those piercing eyes are a characteristic 
peculiar to the mountain men, and whether they 
come from gazing over endless miles of winter 
snow, or from some quality of steel that life in 
the mountains imbues, no one is quite able to 
determine. 

" Listen, Steele," he said. " I saw Dan 
Failing make a bet once. I was just a kid, but 
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I wake up in my sleep to marvel at it. We had 
a f uU long glimpse of a black-tail bomiding up 
a long slope. It was just a spike-buck, and 
Dan Failing said he could take the left-hand 
spike off with one shot from his old Sharpens. 
Three of us bet hun — the whole thing in less 
than two seconds. With the next shot, he 'd 
get the deer. He won the bet, and now if I 
ever forget Dan Failing, I want to die." 

" You 're just the man I 'm looking for, 
then. You 're not going out till the day after 
to-morrow? " 

" No." 

"On the limited, hitting here to-morrow 
morning, there 's a grandson of Dan Failing. 
His name is Dan Failing too, and he wants to 
go up to your place to himt. Stay all summer 
and pay board." 

Lennox's eyes said that he could n't believe 
it was true. After a while his tongue spoke, too. 
" Good Lord," he said. " I used to foller Dan 
around — like old Shag, before he died, fol- 
lowed Snowbird. Of course he can come. 
But he can't pay board." 

It was rather characteristic of the mountain 
men, — that the grandson of Dan Failing 
couldn't possibly pay board. . But Steele 
knew the ways of cities and of men, ard he only 
smiled. " He won't come, then," he explained. 
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'' Anjrway, have that out with him at the end of 
his stay. He wants fishing, and youVe got 
that in the North fork. He wants shooting, 
and if there is a place in the United States with 
more wild animals aromid the back door than 
at your house, I don't know where it is. More- 
over, you 're a thousand miles back — V 

" Only one hundred, if you must know. But 
Steele — do you suppose he's the man his 
grandfather was before him — that all the Fail- 
ings have been since the first days of the Ore- 
gon trail? If he is — well, my hat's off to him 
before he steps off the train." 

The moimtaineer's bronzed face was earnest 
and intent in the bright lights of the club. 
Steele thought he had known this breed. Now 
he began to have doubts of his own knowledge. 
"He won't be; don't count on it," he said 
humbly. " The Failings have done much for 
this region, and I 'm glad enough to do a little 
to pay it back, but don't count much on this 
Eastern boy. He's lived in cities; besides, 
he 's a sick man. He said so in his wire. You 
ought to know it before you take him in." 

The bronzed face changed ; possibly a shadow 
of disappointment came into his eyes. "A 
lunger, eh? " Lennox repeated. " Yes -^ it 's 
true that if he 'd been like the other Failings, 
he'd npyer have been that. Why, Steele, 
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you could n't have given that old man a cold if 
you 'd tied him in the Rogue River overnight. 
Of course you could n't count on the line keep- 
ing up forever. But I '11 take him, for the 
memory of his grandfather." 

" You 're not afraid to? " 

" Afraid, Hell! He can't infect those two 
strapping children of mine. Snowbird weighs 
one hundred and twenty pounds and is hard as 
steel. Never knew a sick day in her hf e. And 
you know Bill, of course." 

Yes, Steele knew Bill. Bill weighed two 
hundred pounds, and he would choose the big- 
gest of the steers he drove down to the lower 
levels in the winter and, twisting its horns, 
would make it lay over on its side. Besides, 
both of the men assimied that Dan must be only 
in the first stages of his malady. 

And even as the men talked, the train that 
bore Dan Failing to the home of his ancestors 
was entering for the first time the dark forests 
of pine and fir that make the eternal back- 
ground of the Northwest. The wind came cool 
and infinitely fresh into the windows of the 
sleeping car, and it brought, as camels bring 
myrrh from the East, strange, pungent odors 
of balsam and moimtain flower and warm 
earth, cooling after a day of blasting sun. 
And these smells all came straight home to 
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Dan. He was wholly unable to understand 
the strange feeling of familiarity that he had 
with them, a sensation that in his dreams he 
had known them always, and that he must 
never go out of the range of them again. 



Ill 

Dan didn't see his host at first. For the 
first instant he was entirely engrossed by a 
surging sense of disappointment, — a feeling 
that he had been tricked and had only come to 
another city after alL He got down on to the 
gravel of the station yard, and out on the gray 
street pavement he heard the clang of a trolley 
car. Trolley cars did n't fit into his picture of 
the West at all. Many automobiles were 
parked just beside the station, some of them 
foreign cars of expensive makes, such as he 
supposed would be wholly unknown on the 
frontier. A man in golf clothes brushed his 
shoulder. 

It wasn't a large city; but there was cer- 
tainly lack of any suggestion of the frontier. 
But there were a nimaber of things that Dan 
Failing did not know about the West. One of 
the most important of them was the curious 
way in which wildernesses and busy cities are 
sometimes mixed up indiscriminately together, 
and how one can step out of a modem country 
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club to hear the coyotes wailing on the hills. 
He really had no right to feel disappointed. 
He had simply come to the real West — that 
bewildering land in which To-morrow and Yes- 
terday sit right next to each other, with no To- 
day between. The cities, often built on the 
dreams of the future, sometimes are modem to 
such a point that they give many a sophisti- 
cated Eastern man a decided shock. But quite 
often this quaUty extends to the corporation 
limits and not a step further. Then, Ukely as 
not, they drop sheer off, as over a precipice, 
into the utter wildness of the Past. 

Dan looked up to the hills, and he felt better. 
He couldn't see them plainly. The faint 
smoke of a distant forest fire half obscured 
them. Yet he saw fold on fold of ridges of a 
rather pecuUar blue in color, and even his im- 
trained eyes could see that they were clothed 
in forests of evergreen. It is a strange thing 
about evergreen forests that they never, even 
when one is close to them, appear to be really 
green. To a distant eye, they range all the 
way from lavender to a pale sort of blue for 
which no name has ever been invented. Just 
before dark, when, as all moimtaineers know, 
the sky turns green, the forests are simply curi- 
ous, dusky shadows. The pines are always 
dark. Perhaps, after all, they are simply the 
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symbol of the wilderness, — eternal, silent, and 
in a vague way rather dark and sad. No one 
who really knows the mountains can completely 
get away from their tone of sadness. Over 
the heads of the green hills Dan could see a few 
great peaks ; McLaughlin, even and regular as 
a painted mountain ; Wagner, with queer white 
gashes where the snow still lay in its ravines, 
and to the southeast the misty range of snow- 
covered hills that were the Siskeyous. He felt 
decidedly better. And when he saw old Silas 
Lennox waiting patiently beside the station, he 
felt he had come to the right place. 

It would be interesting to explain why Dan 
at once recognized the older man for the breed 
he was. But xmfortunately, there are certain 
of the many voices that speak within the minds 
of himian beings of which scientists have never 
been able to take phonographic records. They 
simply whisper their messages, and their hearer, 
without knowing why, knows that he has heard 
the truth. Silas Lennox was not dressed in a 
way that would distinguish him. It was true 
that he wore a flannel shirt, riding trousers, and 
rather heavy, leathern boots. But sportsmen 
all over the face of the earth wear this costume 
at simdry times. Mountain men have a pecul- 
iar stride by which experienced persons can 
occasionally recognize them; but Silas Lennox 
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was staading still when Dan got his first 
glimpse of him. The case resolves itself into a 
simple matter of the things that could be read in 
Lennox's face. 

Dan disbelieved wholly in a book that told 
how to read characters at sight. Yet at the 
first glance of the lean, bronzed face his heart 
gave a curious little boimd. A pair of gray 
eyes met his, — two fine black points in a rather 
hard gray iris. They did n't look past him, or 
at either side of him, or at his chin or his fore- 
head. They looked right at his own eyes. 
The skin around the eyes was burned brown 
by the sun, and the^flesh was so lean that the 
cheek bones showed plainly. The mouth was 
straight; but yet it was neither savage nor 
cruel. It was simply determined. 

But the strangest part of all was that Dan 
felt an actual sense of familiarity with this kind 
of man. To his knowledge, he had never 
known one before; and it was extremely doubt- 
ful if, in his middle-western city, he had even 
seen the type. In spite of the fact that he 
thinks nothing of starting out thirty miles 
across the snow on snowshoes, the mountain 
man cannot be called an extensive traveler. 
He plans to go to some great city once in a 
lifetime and dreams about it of nights, but 
rather often the Death that is every one's next- 
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door neighbor in the wilderness comes in and 
cheats him out of the trip. Few of the breed 
had ever come to Gitcheapolis. Yet all his life, 
Dan felt, he had known this straight, gray-eyed 
moimtain breed even better than he knew the 
boys that went to college with him. At the 
time he did n't stop to wonder at the feeling. 
He was too busy looking about. But the time 
was to come when he would wonder and con- 
clude that it was just another bit of evidence 
pointing to the same conclusion. And besides 
this imexplainable feeling of familiarity, he felt 
a sudden sense of peace, even a quiet sort of 
exultation, such as a man feels when he gets 
back into his own home coimtry at last. 

Lennox came up with a light, silent tread 
and extended his hand. " You 're Dan Fail- 
ing's grandson, are n't you? " he asked. " I 'm 
Silas Lennox, who used to know him when he 
lived on the Divide. You are coming to spend 
the simuner and fall on my ranch." 

The immediate result of these words, bei^ides 
relief, was to set Dan wondering how the old 
moimtaineer had recognized him. He won- 
dered if he had any physical resemblance to his 
grandfather. But this hope was shot to earth 
at once. His telegram had explained about his 
malady, and of course the moimtaineer had 
picked him out simply because he had the mark 
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of the disease on his face. As he shook hands, 
he tried his best to read the mountaineer's ex- 
pression. It was all too plain: an undeniable 
look of disappointment. 

The truth was that even in spite of all the 
Chamber of Commerce head had told him, Len- 
nox had still hoped to find some image of the 
elder Dan Failing in the face and body of his 
grandson. But at first there seemed to be 
none at all. The great hunter and trapper 
who had tamed the wilderness about the region 
of the Divide — as far as mortal man could 
tame it — had a skin that was rather the color 
of old leather. The face of this young man 
was wholly without tinge of color. Because 
of the thick glasses, Lennox could not see the 
young man's eyes ; but he did n't think it likely 
they were at all like the eyes with which the 
elder Failing saw his way through the wilder- 
ness at night. Of course he was tall, just as 
the famous frontiersman had been, but while 
the elder weighed one hundred and ninety 
pounds, bone and muscle, this man did not 
touch one hundred and thirty. Evidently the 
years had brought degeneracy to the Failing 
dan. Lennox was desolated by the thought. 

He helped Dan with his bag to a Httle wiry 
automobile that waited beside the station. 
They got into the two front seats. 
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" You 'U be wondering at my taking you m 
a car — clear to the Divide," Lennox ex- 
plained. " But we mountain men can't afford 
to drive horses any more where a car wiU go. 
This time of year I can make it fairly easy — 
only about fifteen miles on low gear. But in 
the winter — it 's either a case of coming down 
on snowshoes or staying there." 

And a moment later they were starting up 
the long, curved road that led to the Divide. 

During the hour that they were crossing over 
the foothills, on the way to the big timber, Silas 
Lennox talked a great deal about the frontiers- 
man that had been Dan's grandfather. A 
moimtain man does not use profuse adjectives. 
He talks very simply and very straight, and 
often there are long silences between his sen- 
tences. Yet he conveys his ideas with entire 
clearness. 

Dan realized at once that if he could be, in 
Lennox's eyes, one fifth of the man his grand- 
father had been, he would never have to fear 
again, the look of disappointment with which his 
host had greeted him at the station. But in- 
stead of reaching that high place, he had only 
— death. He was never to be one of this 
strong breed from which his people sprang. 
Always they would accept him for the mem- 
ories that they held of his ancestors, pity him 
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for his weakness, and possibly be kind enough 
to deplore his death. He never need fear any 
actual expressions of scorn. Lennox had a 
natural refinement that forbade it. Dan never 
knew a more int^ise desire than that to make 
good in the eyes of these moimtain men. Far 
back, they had been his own people ; and all men 
know that the upholding of a family's name and 
honor has been one of the greatest impulses for 
good conduct and great deeds since the begin- 
nings of civilization. But Dan pushed the 
hope out of his mind at once. He knew what 
his destiny was in these quiet hills. And it 
was true that he began to have secret regrets 
that he had come. But it was n't that he was 
disappointed in the land that was opening up 
before him. It fulfilled every promise. His 
sole reason for regrets lay in the fact that now 
the whole moimtain world would know of the 
decay that had come upon his people. Per- 
haps it would have been better to have left them 
to their traditions. 

He had never dreamed that the fame of his 
grandfather had spread so far. For the first 
ten miles, Dan listened to stories, — legends 
of a cold nerve that simply could not be shaken; 
of a powerful, tireless physique ; of moral and 
physical strength that was seemingly without 
limit. Then, as the foothills began to give 
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way to the higher ridges, and the shadow of the 
deeper forests fell upon the narrow, brown 
road, there began to be long gaps in the talk. 
And soon they rode in utter silence, evidently 
both of them absorbed in their own thoughts. 

Dan did not wonder at it at all. Perhaps 
he began to faintly understand the reason for 
the silence and the reticence that is such a pre- 
dominant trait in the forest men. There is a 
quahty in the big timber that does n't make for 
conversation, and no one has ever been com- 
pletely successful in explaining what it is. 
Perhaps there is a feehng of insignificance, a 
sensation that is particularly insistent in the 
winter snows. No man can feel Uke talking 
very loudly when he is the only Uving creature 
within endless miles. The trees, towering and 
old, seem to ignore him as a being too imimpor- 
tant to notice. And besides, the silence of the 
forest itself seems to get into the spirit, and the 
great, quiet spaces that he between tree and 
tree simply dry up the springs of conversation. 
Dan did not feel oppressed at all. He merely 
seemed to fall into the spirit of the woods, and 
no words came to his hps. He began to watch 
the ever-changing vista that the curving road 
revealed. 

First there had been brown hills, and here 
and there great heaps of stone. The brush had 
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been rather scrubby, and the trees somewhat 
sickly and brown. But now, as the men 
mounted higher, they were coming into open 
forest. The trees stood one and one, perfect, 
dark-limbed, and only the carpet of their 
needles lay between. The change was evi- 
denced in the streams, too. They seemingly 
had not suflFered from the drought that had 
sucked up the valley streams. They were 
faster, whiter with foam, and the noise of their 
falling waters carried farther through the still 
woods. The road followed the long shoulder 
of a ridge, an easy grade of perhaps six per 
cent, but Dan coimted ridges sloping oflf imtil 
he was tired. 

By now the smaller wild things of the moim- 
tains began to present themselves a breathless 
mstant beside the road. These little people 
have an actual purpose in the hills other than to 
furnish food for the larger forest creatures. 
They give a note of sociability, of companion- 
ship, that is sorely needed to dull the edge of 
the utter, stark lonesomeness and severity that 
is the usual tone of the moimtains. The fact 
that they all live under the snow in winter is 
(me reason why this season is especially dread- 
ful to the spirit. 

Every tree trimk seemed to have its chip- 
munks, and they all appeared to be suffering 
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from the same delusion. They all were af- 
flicted with the idea that the car was trying to 
cut oflf their retreat, and only by crossing the 
road in front of it could they save themselves. 
This idea is a particularly prevalent one with 
wild animals; and it is the same instinct that 
makes a domestic cow almost invariably cross 
the road in front of a motorist. And it also ex- 
plains why certain cowardly animals, such as 
the wolf or cougar, will sometimes seemingly 
without a cause on earth, make a desperate 
charge on a hunter. They think their retreat is 
cut oflF, and they have to fight. Again and 
again the chipmimks crossed at the risk of their 
lives. Sometimes the two men saw those big, 
flat-footed rabbits that are especially con- 
structed for moWng about in the winter snows, 
and more than once the grouse rose with a whir 
and beat of wings. 

Every mile was an added delight to Dan. 
Not even wine could have brought a brighter 
sparkle to his eyes. He had begun to experi- 
ence a vague sort of excitement, an emotion 
that was almost kin to exultation, over the con- 
stant stir and movement of the forest life. He 
didn't know that a bird dog feels the same 
when it gets to the uplands where the quail are 
hiding. He had no acquaintance with bird 
dogs whatever. He hadn't remembered 



Repatriation 47 

that he had qualities in common with them, — 
a long line of ancestors who had lived by 
hunting. 

Once, as they stopped the car to refill the ra- 
diator from a mountain stream, Lennox looked 
at him with sudden curiosity. " You are get- 
ting a thrill out of this, are n't you? '* he asked 
wonderingly. 

It was a curious tone. Perhaps it was a 
hopeful tone, too. He spoke as if he hardly 
understood. 

"A thriUI" Dan echoed. He spoke as a 
man speaks in the presence of some great won- 
der. " Good Heavens, I never saw anything 
like it in my life." 

" In this very stream," the moimtaineer told 
him joyously, "you may occasionally catch 
trout that weigh three pounds." 

But as he got back into the car, the look of 
interest died out of Lennox's eyes. Of course 
any man would be somewhat excited by his first 
glimpse of the wilderness. It was not that he 
had inherited any of the traits of his grand- 
father. It was absurd to hope that he had. 
And he would soon get tired of the silences 
and want to go back to his cities. He 
told his thought — that it would all soon 
grow old to him; and Dan turned almost in 
anger. 



48 The Voice of the Pack 

"You don't know," he said. "I didn't 
know myself, how I would feel about it. I 'm 
never going to leave the hills again." 

" You don't mean that." 

" But I do." He tried to speak fiu1;her, but 
he coughed instead. " But I could n't if I 
wanted to. That cough tells you why, I 
guess." 

" You mean to say — " Silas Lennox turned 
in amazement. " You mean that you 're a — a 
goner ? That you 've given up hope of recov- 
ermg? 

" That 's the impression I meant to convey. 
I 've got a httle over four months — though I 
don't see that I 'm any weaker than I was when 
the doctor said I had six months. Those four 
will take me all through the fall and the early 
winter. And I hope you won't feel that you 've 
been imposed upon - to have a dying man on 
your hands." 

" It is n't that." Silas Lennox threw his car 
into gear and started up the long grade. And 
he drove clear to the top of it and into another 
glen before he spoke again. Then he pointed 
to what looked to Dan hke a brown streak that 
melted into the tliick brush. " That was a 
deer," he said slowly. " Just a glimpse, but 
your grandfather could have got him between 
the eyes. Most like as liiot, though, he 'd have 






Repatriation 49 

let him go. He never killed except when he 
needed meat. But that — as you say — ain't 
the impression I *m trying to convey." 

He seemed to be groping for words. 
What is it, Mr. Lennox? " Dan asked. 
Instead of being sorry, I 'm mighty glad 
you Ve come,*' Lennox told him. " It 's not 
that I expect you to be like your grandfather. 
You have n't had his chance. But it 's always 
the way of true men, the world over, to come 
back to their own kind to die. That deer we 
just saw — he 's your people, and so are all 
these ranchers that grub their lives out of the 
forests — they are your people too. The bears 
and the elk, and even the porcupines. Though 
you likely won't care for 'em, it 's ahnost as if 
they were your grandfather's own folks. And 
you couldn't have pleased the old man's old 
friends any better, or done more for his mem- 
ory, than to come back to his own land for your 
last days." 

There were great depths of meaning in the 
simple words. There were significances, such 
as the love that the mountain men have for their 
own land, that came but dimly to Dan's per- 
ceptions. The words were strange, yet Dan 
intuitively imderstood. It was as if a prodigal 
son had retimied at last, and although his birth- 
right was squandered and he came only to die. 
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the people of his home would give him kindness 
and forgiveness, even though they could not 
give him their respect. 



IV 

The Lennox home was a t3rpical mountain 
ranch-house, — square, solid, comfprting in 
storm and wind. Bill was out to the gate when 
the car drove up. He was a son of his father, a 
strong man in body and personality. He too 
had heard of the elder Failing, and he opened 
his eyes when he saw the slender youth that was 
his grandson. And he led the way into the 
white-waUed Kving room. 

The shadows of twilight were just falling; 
and Bill had already lighted a fire in the fire- 
place to remove the chill that always descends 
with the moimtain night. The whole long 
room was ruddy and cheerful in its glare. At 
once the elder Lennox drew a chair close to it 
for Dan. 

" You must be chilly and worn-out from the 
long ride," he suggested quietly. He spoke 
in the tone a strong man invariably uses toward 
an invalid. But while a moment before Dan 
had welcomed the sight of the leaping, Kf e-giv- 
ing flames, he felt a curious resentment at the 
words. 
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" I 'm not cold," he said. " It 's hardly dark 
yet. I 'd sooner go outdoors and look 
around." 

The elder man regarded him curiously, per- 
haps with the faintest glinmier of admiration. 
" You 'd better wait till to-morrow, Dan," he 
replied. " Bill will have supper soon, anyway. 
To-morrow we '11 walk up the ridge and I 'U see 
if I can show you a deer. You don't want to 
overdo too much, right at first." 

" But, good Heavens I I 'm not going to try 
to spare myself while I 'm here. It 's too late 
for that." 

" Of course — but sit down now, anyway. 
I 'm sorry that Snowbird is n't here." 

" Snowbird is — " 

" My daughter. My boy, she can make a 
biscuit I That 's not her name, of course, but 
we 've always called her that. She got tired of 
keeping house and is working this summer. 
Poor Bill has to keep house for her, and no 
wonder he 's eager to take the stock down to 
the lower levels. I only wish he hadn't 
brought 'em up this spring at all; I Ve lost 
dozens from the coyotes." 

" But a coyote can't kill cattle — " 

" It can if it has hydrophobia, a common 
thing in the varmints this time of year. But as 
I say. Bill will take the stock down next season. 
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and then Snowbird's work will be through, and 
she *11 come back here." 

" Then she 's down in the valley? " 
" Far from it. She 's a moimtain girl if one 
ever lived. Perhaps you don't know the recent 
policy of the forest service to hire women when 
they can be obtained. It was a poHcy started 
in wartimes and kept up now because it is 
economical and efficient. She and a girl from 
college have a cabin not five miles from here 
on old Bald Moimtain, and they 're doing look- 
out duty." 

Dan wondered intensely what lookout duty 
might be. His thoughts went back to his early 
study of forestry. " You see, Dan," Lennox 
said in explanation, " the government loses 
thousands of dollars every year by forest fire. 
A fire can be stopped easily if it is seen soon 
after it starts. But let it bum awhile, in this 
dry season, and it 's a terror — a wall of flame 
that races through the forests and can hardly 
be stopped. And maybe you don't reahze how 
enormous this region is — hterally himdreds of 
miles across. We 're the last outpost — there 
are four cabins, if you can find them, in the first 
seventy miles back to town. So they have to 
put lookouts on the high points, and now 
they 're coming to the use of aeroplanes so they 
can keep even a better watch. All summer and 
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until the rains come in the fall, they have to 
guard every minute, and even then sometimes 
the fires get away from them. And one of the 
first things a forester learns, Dan, is to be care- 
ful with fire." 

"Is that the way they are started — from the 
carelessness of campers? " 

" Partly. There 's an old rule in the hills: 
put out every fire before you leave it. Be care- 
ful with the cigar butts, too — even the coals of 
a pipe. But of course the lightning starts ^ 
many fires, and, I regret to say, himdreds of j 
them are started with matches." 

" But why on earth — " ^ 

" It does n't make very good sense, does it? j 
Well, one reason is that certain stockmen think ,) 
that a burned forest makes good range — that j 
the undervegetation that springs up when the ; 
trees are burned makes good feed for stock. L 
And you must know, too, that there are two . | 
kinds of men in the moimtains. One kind — .' 
the real moimtain man, such as your grand- • 
father was — lives just as well, just as clean; 
as the ranchers in the valley. Some of thiS' 
kind are trappers or herders. But there 'gf^ 
another class too — the most imbelievabM^ 
shiftless, ignorant people in America. Th^'- 
have a few acres to raise crops, and they kitt.^ 
deer for their hides, and most of all they make! 
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their living fighting forest fires. A fire means 
work for every hill-billy in the region — often 
five or .six dollars a day and better food than 
ihey 're used to. Moreover, they can loaf on 
the job, put in claims for extra hours, and make 
what to them is a fortune. 

" You 'U likely see a few of the breed before 
— before your visit here is ended. There 's 
a family of 'em not three miles away — 
and that 's real neighborly in the moim- 
tains — by the name of Cranston. Bert 
Cranston traps a little and makes moonshine; 
you 'U probably see plenty of him before the 
trip is over. Sometime I 'U tell you of a 
fittle diflSculty that I had with him once. You 
need n't worry about him coming to this house ; 
he's already received his instructions in that 
Batter. 

" But I see I 'm getting all tangled up in my 
traces. Snowbird and a girl friend from col- 
k^ got jobs this summer as lookouts — all 
ftrough the forest service they are hiring wo- 
mn for the work. They are more vigilant 
iian men, less inclined to take chances, and 
Wk cheaper. These two girls have a cabin 
a spring, and they cook their own food, 
are making what is big wages in the moim- 
I 'm rather hoping she 'U drop over for 

few minutes to-night." 
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" Good Lord — does she travel over these 
hills in the darkness? " 

The mountaineer laughed — a delighted 
sound that came somewhat curiously from the 
bearded Hps of the stern, dark man. " Dan, 
I 'U swear she 's afraid of nothing that walks 
the face of the earth — and it is n't because she 
has n't had experiences either. She 's a dead 
shot with a pistol, for one thing. She 's physi- 
cally strong, and every muscle is hard as nails. 
She used to have Shag, too — the best dog in 
all these moimtains. She 's a mountain girl, I 
tell you ; whoever wins her has got to be able to 
tame her ! " The moimtaineer laughed again. 
" I sent her to school, of course, but there was 
only one boy she 'd look at — the athletic coach I 
And it was n't his fault that he did n't follow 
her back to the mountains." 

The call to supper came then, and Dan got 
his first sight of moimtain food. There were 
potatoes, newly dug, mountain vegetables that 
were crisp and cold, a steak of pecuUar shape, 
and a great bowl of purple berries to be eaten 
with sugar and cream. Dan's appetite was not 
as a rule particularly good. But evidently the 
long ride had aflfected him. He simply did n't 
have the moral courage to refuse when the elder 
Lennox heaped his plate. 

" Good Heavens, I can't eat all that," he 
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said, as it was passed to him. But the others 
laughed and told him to take heart. 

He took heart. It was a singular thing, but 
at that first bite his sudden confidence in his 
gustatory ability almost overwhelmed him. 
All his Uf e he had avoided meat. His mother 
had always been convinced that such a delicate 
child as he had been could not properly digest 
it. But all at once he decided to forego his 
mother's philosophies for good and all. There 
was certainly nothing to be gained by following 
them any longer. So he cut himself a bite of 
the tender steak — fully half as generous as the 
bites that Bill was consuming across the table. 
And its first flavor simply filled him with de- 
light. 

*' What is this meat? " he asked. " I Ve 
certainly tasted it before." 

" I '11 bet a few dollars that you have n't, if 
you Ve Kved all your hfe in the Middle West," 
Lennox answered. " Maybe you Ve got what 
the scientists call an inherited memory of it. 
It 's the kind of meat your grandfather used to 
live on — venison." 

Both of them had seemed pleased that he 
liked the venison. And both seemed boyishly 
eager to test his reaction to the great, wild 
huckleberries that were the dessert of the simple 
meal. He tried them with much ceremony. 
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Their flavor reaUy surprised him. They 
had a tang, a fragrance that was quite unlike 
anything he had ever tasted, yet which brought 
a ciu-ious flood of dim, half -understood mem- 
ories. It seemed to him that always he had 
stood on the hillsides, picking these berries as 
they grew, and staining his lips with them. 
But at once he pushed the thoughts out of his 
mind, thinking that his imagination was play- 
ing tricks upon him. And soon after this, 
Lennox led him out of the house for his first 
glimpse of the hiUs in the darkness. 

They walked together out to the gate, across 
the first of the wide pastures where, at certain 
seasons, Lennox kept his cattle ; and at last they 
came out upon the tree-covered ridge. The 
moon was just rising. They could see it cast- 
ing a curious glint over the very tips of the 
pines. But it couldn't get down between 
them. They stood too close, too tall and thick 
for that. And for a moment, Dan's only sen- 
sation was one of silence. 

" You have to stand still a moment, to really 
know anything," Lennox told him. 

They. both stood still. Dan was as motion- 
less as that day in the park, long weeks before, 
when the squirrel had climbed on his shoulder. 
The first effect was a sensation that the silence 
was deepening around them. It was n't really 
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true. It was simply that he had become aware of 
the little continuous sounds of which usually he 
was unconscious, and they tended to accentuate 
the hush of the night. He heard his watch 
ticking in his pocket, the whispered stir of his 
own breathing, and he was quite certain that 
he could hear the fevered beat of his own heart 
in his breast. But then slowly he began to be- 
come aware of other sounds, so faint and indis- 
tinct that he really could not be sure that he 
heard them. There was a faint rustle and stir, 
as of the tops of the pine trees far away. Pos- 
sibly he heard the wind too, the faintest whisper 
in the world through the underbrush. And 
finally, most wonderful of all, he began to hear 
one by one, over the ridge on which he stood, 
little whispered sounds of living creatures stir- 
ring in the thickets. He knew, just as all 
moimtaineers know, that the wilderness about 
him was stirring and pulsing with life. Some 
of the soimds were quite clear — an occasional 
stir of a pebble or the crack of a twig, and 
some, like the faintest twitching of leaves in 
the brush not ten feet distant, could only be 
guessed at. 

" What is making the soimds? '' he asked. 

He did n't know it, at the time, but Lennox 
turned quickly toward him. It wasn't that 
the question had surprised the mountaineer. 



60 The Voice of the Pack 

Rather it was the tone in which Dan had 
spoken. It was perfectly cool, perfectly self- 
contained. 

" The one right close is a'chipmnnk. I don't 
know what the others are; no one ever does 
know. Perhaps ground squirrels, or rabbits, 
or birds, and maybe even one of those harmless 
old black bears who is curious about the house. 
The bears have more curiosity than they can 
well carry around, and they say they 'U some- 
times come up and put their front feet on a 
window sill of a house, and peer through the 
window. They must think men are the crazi- 
est things I And of course it might be a coyote 
— and a mad one at that. I guess I told you 
that they 're subject to rabies at this time of 
year. I '11 confess I 'd rather have it be any- 
thing else. And tell me — can you smell any- 
thing — " 

" Good Lord, Lennox I I can smell all kinds 
of things." 

" I 'm glad. Some men can't. No one can 
enjoy the woods if he can't smell. Part of the 
smells are of flowers, and part of balsam, and 
God only knows what the others are. They 
are just the wUdemess - » 

Dan could not only perceive the smells and 
sounds, but he felt that they were leaving an 
imprint on the very fiber of his soul. He 
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knew one thing. He knew he could never for- 
get this first introduction to the mountain 
night. The whole scene moved him in strange, 
deep ways in which he had never been stirred 
before; it left him exultant and, in deep wells 
of his nature far below the usual cm-rents of 
excitement, a little excited too. And all the 
time he had that indefinable sense of familiar- 
ity, a knowledge that this was his own land, and 
after a long, long time of wandering in far 
places, he had come back to it. 

Then both of them were startled out of their 
reflections by the clear, unmistakable sound of 
footsteps on the ridge. Both of them timied, 
and Lennox laughed softly in the darkness. 
" My daughter," he said. " I knew she 
would n't be afraid to come." 
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Dan could see only Snowbird's outline at 
first, just her shadow against the moonlit hill- 
side. His glasses were none too good at long 
range. And possibly, when she came within 
range, the first thing that he noticed about her 
was her stride. The girls he knew did n't walk 
in quite that free, strong way. She took al- 
most a man-size step; and yet it was curious 
that she did not seem ungraceful. Dan had a 
distinct impression that she was floating down 
to him on the moonlight. She seemed to come 
with such unutterable smoothness. And then 
he heard her call lightly through the dark- 
ness. 

The sound gave him a distinct sense of sur- 
prise. Some way, he had n't associated a voice 
like this with a mountain girl ; he had supposed 
that there would be so many harshening in- 
fluences in this wild place. Yet the tone was as 
clear and full as a trained singer's. It was not 
a high voice; and yet it seemed simply brim- 
ming, as a cup brims with wine, with the rap- 
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ture of life. It was a self-confident voice too, 
wholly unaffected and sincere, and wholly with- 
out embarrassment. 

Then she came close, and Dan saw the moon- 
Ught on her face. . And so it came about, 
whether in dreams or wakefulness, he could see 
nothing else for many hours to come. 

Beauty, after all, is wholly a matter of the 
nearest possible approach to the physical per- 
fection that many centuries of human faces 
have estabUshed as a standard. Thus perfection 
in this case does not mean some ideal that has 
been imaged by a poet, but just the nearest ap- 
proach to the perfect physical body that nature 
intended, and which is the flawless example of 
the type that composes the race. Thus a typi- 
cal feature is the most beautiful, and by this 
reasoning a composite pictiu-e of all the yoimg 
girl faces in the Anglo-Saxon nations would be 
the most beautiful face that any painter could 
conceive. It follows that health is above all 
the most essential quaUty to beauty, because 
disease, from the nature of things, means 
thwarted growth that could not possibly reach 
the typical of the race. 

The girl who stood in the moonlight had 
health. She was simply vibrant with health. 
It brought a light to her eyes, and a color to her 
cheeks, and life and shimmer to her moonlit 
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hair. It brought curves to her body, and 
strength and firmness to her Umbs, and the 
grace of a deer to her carriage. Whether she 
had regular features or not Dan would have 
been unable to state. He did n't even notice. 
They were n't important when health was pres- 
ent. Yet there was nothing of the coarse or 
bold or voluptuous about her. She was just a 
slender girl, perhaps twenty years of age, and 
weighing even less than the figure occasionaUy 
to be read in the health magazines for girls of 
her height. And she was fresh and cool be- 
yond all words to tell. 

And Dan had no delusions about her atti- 
tude toward him. For a long instant she 
turned her keen, young eyes to his white, thin 
face ; and at once it became abundantly evident 
that beyond a few girUsh speculations she felt 
no interest in him. After a single moment of 
rather strained, poUte conversation with Dan 
— just enough to satisfy her idea of the conven- 
tions — she began a thrilling girlhood tale to 
her father. And she was still telling it when 
they reached the house. 

Dan held a chair for her in front of the fire- 
place, and she took it with entire naturalness. 
He was careful to put it where the firelight 
was at its height. He wanted to see its effect 
on the flushed cheeks, the soft dark hau*. And 
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then, standing in the shadows, he simply 
watched her. With the eye of an artist he 
delighted in her gestures, her rippling enthusi- 
asm, her utter, irrepressible girlishness that all 
of Time had not years enough to kill. 

He decided that she had gray eyes. Gray 
eyes seemed to be characteristic of the mountain 
people. Sometimes, when the shadows fell 
across them, they looked very dark, as if the 
pines had been reflected in them all day and 
the image had not yet faded out. But in an 
instant the shadow flicked away and left only 
light, — light that danced and light that 
laughed and light that went into him and did 
all manner of things to his spirit. 

Bill stood watching her, his hands deep in 
his pockets, evidently a companion of the best. 
Her father gazed at her with amused tolerance. 
And Dan, — he did n't know in just what way 
he did look at her. And he did n't have time to 
decide. In less than fifteen minutes, and 
whoUy without warning, she sprang up from 
her chair and started toward the door. 

"Good Lord I" Dan breathed. "If you 
make such sudden motions as that I '11 have 
heart failure. Where are you going now? " 

" Back to my watch," she answered, her tone 
wholly lacking the personal note which men 
have learned to expect in the voices of women. 



66 The Voice of the Pack 

And an instant later the three of them saw her 
retreating shadow as she vanished among the 
pines. 

Dan had to be helped to bed. The long ride 
had been too hard on his shattered limgs; and 
nerves and body collapsed an instant after the 
door was closed behind the departing girl. He 
laughed weakly and begged their pardon ; and 
the two men were really very gentle. They 
told him it was their own fault for permitting 
him to overdo. Lennox himself blew out the 
candle in the big, cold bedroom. 

Dan saw the door close behind him, and he 
had an instant's gUmpse of the long sweep of 
moonht ridge that stretched beneath the win- 
dow. Then, all at once, seemingly without 
warning, it simply blinked out. Not until the 
next morning did he really know why. Insom- 
nia was an old acquaintance of Dan's, and he 
had expected to have some trouble in getting 
to sleep. His only real trouble was waking 
up again when Lennox called him to breakfast. 
He could n't believe that the hght at his window 
shade was really that of morning. 

"Good Heavens!" his host exploded. 
" You sleep the sleep of the just." 

Dan was about to tell him that on the con- 
trary he was a very nervous sleeper, but he 
thought better of it. Something had surely 
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happened to his insomnia. The next instant 
he even forgot to wonder about it in the reali- 
zation that his tired body had been wonderfully 
refreshed. He had no dread now of the long 
tramp up the ridge that his host had planned. 

But first came target practice. In Dan's 
baggage he had a certain very plain but service- 
able sporting rifle of about thirty-forty caliber, 
— a gun that the information department of 
the large sporting-goods store in Gitcheapolis 
had recommended for his purpose. Except 
for the few moments in the store, Dan had 
never held a rifle in his hands. 

Of course the actual aiming of a rifle is an 
extremely simple proposition. A man with 
fair use of his hands and eyes can pick it up 
in less time than it takes to tell it. The fine 
art of marksmanship consists partly in the fiiner 
sighting, — the instinctive realization of just 
what fraction of the front sight should be vis- 
ible through the rear. But most of all it de- 
pends on the control that the nerves have over 
the muscles. Some men are born rifle shots; 
and on others it is quite impossible to thrust 
any skill whatever. 

The nerve impulses and the muscular re- 
flexes must be exquisitely tuned, so that the 
finger presses back on the trigger the identical 
instant that the mark is seen on the line of the 
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sights. One quarter of a second's delay wiU 
usually disturb the aim. There must be no 
muscidar jerk as the trigger is pressed. Shoot- 
ing was never a sport for blasted neirves. And 
usually such attributes as the ability to judge 
distances, the speed and direction of a fleeing 
object, and the velocity of the wind can only 
be learned by tireless practice. 

When Dan first took the rifle in his hands, 
Lennox was rather amazed at the ease and nat- 
iu*alness with which he held it. It seemed to 
come up naturally to his shoulder. Lennox 
scarcely had to tell him how to rest the butt and 
to drop his chin as he aimed. He began to look 
rather puzzled. Dan seemed to know all these 
things by instinct. The first shot, Dan hit the 
tnmk of a five-foot pine at thirty paces. 

" But I could n't very well have missed iti '* 
he replied to Lennox's cheer. "You see, I 
aimed at the middle — but I just grazed the 
edge." 

The second shot was not so good, missing the 
tree altogether. And it was a singular thing 
that he aimed longer and tried harder on this 
shot than on the first. The third time he tried 
still harder, and made by far the worst shot of 
aU. 

"What's the matter?" he demanded. 
" I 'm getting worse all the time." 
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Lennox did n't know for sure. But he made 
a long guess. " It might be beginner's luck/' 
he said, " but I 'm inclined to think you 're try- 
ing too hard. Take it easier — depend more 
on yoiu* instincts. Some marksmen are bom 
good shots and cook themselves trying to fol- 
low rules. It might be, by the longest chance, 
that you 're one of them — at least it won't 
hurt to try." 

Dan's reply was to lift the rifle lightly to his 
shoulder, glance quickly along the trigger, and 
fire. The bullet struck within one inch of the 
center of the pine. 

For a long second Lennox gazed at him in 
open-mouthed astonishment. " My stars, 
boyl " he cried at last. " Was I mistaken in 
thinking you were a bom tenderfoot — after 
all? Can it be that a little of yoiu* old grand- 
father's skill has been passed down to you? 
But you can't do it again." 

But Dan did do it again. If anything, the 
bullet was a little nearer the center. And then 
he aimed at a more distant tree. 

But the hammer snapped down ineffectively 
on the breech. He turned with a look of 
question. 

" Your gun only holds five shots," Lennox 
explained. Reloading, Dan tried a more diffi- 
cult target — a trunk almost one hundred 
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yards distant. Of course it would have been 
only child's play to an experienced hunter ; but 
to a tenderfoot it was the difficult mark indeed. 
Twice out of four shots Dan hit the tree trunk, 
and one of his two hits was practically a bull's- 
eye. His two misses were the result of the 
same mistake he had made before, — attempt- 
ing to hold his aim too long. 

The shots rang far through the quiet woods, 
long-drawn from the echoes that came rocking 
back from the hills. In contrast with the deep 
silence that is really an eternal part of the moun- 
tains, the sound seemed preternaturally loud. 
All over the great sweep of canyon, the wild 
creatures heard and were startled. One could 
easily imagine the Columbian deer, gone to 
their buckbrush to sleep, springing up and 
lifting pointed ears. There is no more grace- 
ful action in the whole animal world than this 
first, startled spring of a frightened buck. 
Then old Woof, feeding in the berry bushes, 
heard the sound too. Woof has considerably 
more understanding than most of the wild in- 
habitants of the forest, and maybe that is why 
he left his banquet and started falling all over 
his awkward self in descending the hill. It 
might be that Lennox would want to procure 
his guest a sample of bear steak; and Woof 
didn't care to be aroimd to suggest such a 
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thing. At least, that would be his train of 
thought according to those naturalists who in- 
sist on ascribing human intelligence to all the 
forest creatures. But it is true that Woof had 
learned to recognize a rifle shot, and he feared 
it worse than anything on earth. 

Far away on the ridge top, a pair of wolves 
sat together with no more evidence of life than 
two shadows. One of the most effective ac- 
complishments a wolf possesses is its ability to 
freeze into a motionless thing, so the sharpest 
eye can scarcely detect him in the thickets. It 
is an advantage in himting, and it is an even 
greater advantage when being hunted. Yet at 
the same second they sprang up, simply seemed 
to spin in the dead pine needles, and brought 
up with sharp noses pointed and ears erect, 
facing the valley. 

A human being likely would have wondered 
at their action. It is doubtful that human ears 
could have detected that faint tremor in the air 
which was all that jyas left of the rifle report. 
But of coiu-se this is a question that would be 
extremely difficult to prove; for as a rule the 
senses of the larger forest creatures, with the 
great exception of scent, are not as perfectly 
developed as those of a hirnian being. A wolf 
can see better than a man in the darkness, but 
not nearly as far in the daylight. But the 
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wolves knew this sound. Too many times they 
had seen their pack-fellows die in the snow 
when such a report as this, only intensified a 
thousand times, cracked at them through the 
winter air. No animal in all the forest has 
been as relentlessly himted as the wolves, and 
they have learned their lessons. For longer 
years than most men would care to attempt to 
count, men have waged a ceaseless war upon 
them. And they have learned that their safety 
Ues in flight. 

Very quietly, and quite without panic, the 
wolves turned and headed farther into the for- 
ests. Possibly no other animal would have 
been frightened at such a distance. And it 'is 
certainly true that in the deep, winter snows not 
even the wolves would have heeded the soimd. 
The snows bring Famine; and when Famine 
comes to keep its sentry-duty over the land, all 
the other forest laws are immediately forgot- 
ten or ignored. The pack forgets all its knowl- 
edge of the deadliness of men in the starving 
times. 

The grouse heard the sound, and, silly crea- 
tures that they are, even they raised their heads 
for a single instant from their food. The feUnes 
— the great, tawny moimtain Uons and their 
smaller cousins, the lynx — all devoted at least 
an instant of concentrated attention to it. A 
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raccoon, sleeping in a pine, opened its eyes, and 
a lone bull elk, such as some people think is 
beyond all other things the monarch of the for- 
est, rubbed his neck against a tree trunk and 
wondered. 

But yet there remained two of the larger for- 
est creatiu-es that did not heed at all. One was 
Urson, the porcupine, whose stupidity is be- 
yond all measuring. He was too slow and pa- 
tient and dull to give attention to a rifle bullet. 
And the other was Graycoat the coyote, gray 
and strange and foam-hpped, on the hillside. 
Graycoat could hear nothing but strange whin- 
ings and voices that rang ever in his ears. All 
other sounds were obscured. The reason was 
extremely simple. In the dog days a certain 
malady sometimes comes to the wild creatures, 
and it is dreaded worse than drought or cold or 
any of the manifold terrors of their lives. No 
one knows what name they have for this sick- 
ness. Hiunan beings call it hydrophobia. 
And the coyotes are particularly susceptible to 
it. 

Ordinarily the name of coyote is, among the 
beasts, a synonym for cowardice as well as a 
certain kind of detested cunning. All the cow- 
ardice of a mountain lion and a wolf and a 
lynx put together doesn't equal the amount 
that Graycoat carried in the end of his tail. 
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That doesn't mean timidity. Timidity is a 
trait of the deer, a gift of nature for self-preser- 
vation, and no one holds it against them. In 
fact, it makes them rather appealing. Cow- 
ardice is a lack of moral com*age to remain and 
fight when nature has afforded the necessary 
weapons to fight with. It is sort of a betrayal 
of nature, — a misuse of powers. No one calls 
a rabbit a coward because it nms away. A 
warlike rabbit is something that no man has 
ever seen since the beginning of the world, and 
probably never will. Nature has n't given the 
little animal any weapons. 

But this is not true of the wolf or cougar. A 
wolf has ninety pounds of lightning-quick 
muscles, and teeth that are nothing but a set 
of very well-sharpened and perfectly arranged 
daggers. A cougar not only has fangs, but 
talons that can rend flesh more terribly than 
the cogs of a machine, and strength to make 
the air hum under his paw as he strikes it down. 
And so it is an extremely disappointing thing 
to see either of these animals flee in terror from 
an Airedale not half their size, — a sight that 
most mountain men see rather often. The fact 
that they act with greater courage in the famine 
times, and that either of them will fight to the 
very death when brought to bay, are not exten- 
uating circumstances to their cowardice. A 
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mouse will bite the hand that picks it up if it has 
no other choice. 

A coyote is, at least in a measure, equipped 
for fighting. He is smaller than a wolf, and 
his fangs are almost as terrible. Yet a herd 
of determined sheep, turning to face him, puts 
him in a panic. The smallest dog simply pet- 
rifies him with terror. And a rifle report, — 
he has been known to put a large part of a 
county between himself and the source of the 
sound in the shortest possible time. If a 
mountain man feels like fighting, he simply 
calls another a coyote. It is more effective 
than impugning the virtue of his female an- 
cestors. To be called a coyote means to be 
termed the lowest, most despised creature of 
which the imagination can conceive. 

And besides being a perfect, unprincipled 
coward, he is utterly without pride. And that 
is saying a great deal. Most large animals 
have more pride than they have intelligence, 
particularly the bear and the moose. A ma- 
ture bear, dying before his foes, will often re- 
frain from howling even in the greatest agony. 
He is simply too proud. A moose greatly dis- 
likes to appear to run away in the presence of 
enemies. He will walk with the dignity of a 
bishop until he thinks the brush has obscured 
him; and then he will simply fly I And there 
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was a dog once, long ago, which, meeting on the 
highways a dog that was much larger and that 
could not possibly be mastered, would simply 
turn away his eyes and pretend not to see him. 

A coyote is wholly without this virtue, as 
well as most of the other virtues of the animal 
world. He not only eats carrion — because 
if one started to condemn all the carrion-eating 
animals of the forest he would soon have pre- 
cious few of them left — but he also eats old 
shoes off rubbish piles. Unhke the wolf, 
he does not even find his courage in the famine 
times. He has cimning, but cimning is not 
greatly beloved in men or beasts. Most folk 
prefer a kindly, blundering awkwardness, a 
simplicity of heart and spirit, such as are to be 
found in Woof the bear. 

But Graycoat has one tendency that makes 
all the other forest creatures regard him with 
consternation: he is extremely hable to mad- 
ness. Along in dog days he is seen suddenly 
to begin to rush through the thickets, barking 
and howUng and snapping at invisible enemies, 
with foam dropping from his terrible lips. 
His eyes grow yellow and strange. And this 
is the time that even the bull elk turns off his 
trail. No one cares to meet Graycoat when the 
hydrophobia is upon him. At such time all his 
cunning and his terror are quite forgotten in 
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his agony, and he is likely to make an unpro- 
voked charge on Woof himself. 

Now Graycoat came walking stiff -legged 
down through the thickets. And the forest 
creatures, from the smallest to the great, forgot 
the far-off peal of the rifle bullets to get out of 
his way. 



VI 

Dan and Lennox started together up the 
long slope of the ridge, Dan alone was armed ; 
Lennox went with him solely as a guide. The 
deer season had just opened, and it might be 
that Dan would want to procure one of these 
creatures. 

"But I*m not sure I want to hunt deer," 
Dan told him. " You speak of them as being 
so beautiful — *' 

" They are beautiful, and yoiur grandfather 
would never hunt them either, except for meat. 
But maybe you '11 change your mind when you 
see a buck. Besides, we might run into a lynx 
or a panther. But not very likely, without 
dogs." 

They trudged up, over the carpet of pine 
needles. They fought their way through a 
thicket of buckbrush. Once they saw the gray 
squirrels in the tree tops. And before Lennox 
had as much as supposed they were near the 
haunts of big game, a yearling doe sprang up 
from its bed in the thickets. 
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For an instant she stood motionless, present- 
ing a perfect target. It was evident that she 
had heard the sound of the approaching hunt- 
ers, but had not as yet located or identified 
them with her near-sighted eyes. Lennox 
whirled to find Dan standing very still, peer- 
ing along the barrel of his rifle. But he did n't 
shoot. A light danced in his eyes^ and his 
fingers crooked nervously about the trigger, 
but yet there was no pressure. The deer, see- 
ing Lennox move, leaped into her terror-pace, 

— that astoimding run that is one of the fastest 
gaits in the whole animal world. In the wink 
of an eye, she was out of sight. 

"Why didn't you shoot?" Lennox de- 
manded. 

" Shoot? It was a doe, was n't it? " 

" Good Lord, of course it was a doe I But 
there are no game laws that go back this far. 
Besides — you aimed at it." 

"I aimed just to see if I could catch it 
through my sights. And I could. My glasses 
sort of made it blur — but I think — perhaps 

— that I could have shot it. But I 'm not go- 
ing to kill does. There must be some reason 
for the game laws, or they would n't exist." 

"You're a funny one. Come three thou- 
sand miles to himt and then pass up the first 
deer you see. You could almost have been 
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your grandfather, to have done that. He 
thought kiUing a deer needlessly was almost 
as bad as killing a man. They are beautiful 
things, are n't they? " 

Dan answered him with startUng emphasis. 
But the look that he wore said more than his 
words. 

They trudged on, and Lennox grew thought- 
ful. He was recalling the picture that he had 
seen when he had whirled to look at Dan, im- 
mediately after the deer had leaped from its 
bed. It puzzled him a little. He had turned 
to find the younger man in a perfect posture 
to shoot, his feet placed in exactly the position 
that years of experience had taught Lennox 
was correct ; and withal, absolutely motionless. 
Of all the many things to learn in the wilder- 
ness, to stand perfectly still in the presence of 
game is one of the hardest. The natural im- 
pulse is to start, — a nervous reflex that usually 
terrifies the game. The principle of standing 
still is, of course, that it takes a certain length 
of time for the deer to look about after it makes 
its first leap from its bed, and if the hunter is 
motionless, the deer is usually imable to iden- 
tify him as a thing to fear. It gives a better 
chance for a shot. What many hunters take 
years to learn, Dan had seemed to know by in- 
stinct. Could it be, after all, that this slender 
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weakling, even now bowed down with a terrible 
malady, had inherited the true frontiersman's 
instincts of his ancestors ? 

Then all at once Lennox halted in his tracks, 
evidently with no other purpose than to study 
the tall form that now was walking up the trail 
in front of him. And he uttered a little ex- 
clamation of amazement. 

" Listen, Dan! " he cried suddenly. '^ Have- 
n't you ever been in the woods before? " 

Dan turned, smiling. " No. What have I 
done now? " 

" What have you done I You 're doing 
something that I never saw a tenderfoot do m 
my life, before. I Ve known men to hunt for 
years — literally years — and not know how to 
do it. And that is — to place your feet." 

" Place my feet? I 'm afraid I don't un- 
derstand." 

" I mean — to walk silently. To stalk, 
damn it, Dan I This brush is dry. It 's dry as 
tinder. A cougar can get over it like so much 
smoke, and a man who 's lived all his life in the 
hills can usually climb a ridge and not make 
any more noise than a young avalanche. Just 
now I had a feeling that I was n't hearing you 
walk, and I thought my ears must be going 
back on jne. I stopped to see. You were do- 
ing it, Dan. You were stalking — putting 
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down your feet like a cat. It's the hardest 
thing to learn there is, and you 're doing it the 
first half -hour." 

Dan laughed, delighted more than he cared 
to show. " Well, what of it? " he asked. 

"What of it? That's it — what of it. 
And what caused it, and all about it. Go on 
and let me think." 

The result of all this thought was at least 
to hover in the near vicinity of a certain conclu- 
sion. That conclusion was that at least a few 
of the characteristics of his grandfather had 
been passed down to Dan. It meant that 
possibly, if time remained, he would not turn 
out such a weakling, after all. Of course his 
courage, his nerve, had yet to be tested ; but the 
fact remained that long generations of fron- 
tiersmen ancestors had left this influence upon 
him. The wild was calling to him, wakening 
instincts long smothered in cities, but sure 
and true as ever. It was the beginning of re- 
generation. Voices of the long past were 
speaking to him, and the Failings once more 
had begun to run true to form. Inherited tend- 
encies were in a moment changing this weak, 
diseased youth into a frontiersman and wild- 
erness inhabitant such as his ancestors had been 
before him. 

But before ever Lennox had a chance to 
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think all around the subject, to actually con- 
vince himself that Dan really was a throwback 
and recurrence of type, there ensued on that 
gaunt ridge a curious adventure. The test of 
nerve and courage was nearer than either of 
them had guessed. 

They were slipping along over the pine 
needles, their eyes intent on the trail ahead. 
And then Lennox saw a curious thing. He 
beheld Dan suddenly stop in the trail and turn 
his eyes towards a heavy thicket that lay per- 
haps one hundred yards to their right. For 
an instant he looked almost like a wild creature 
himself. His head was lowered, as if he were 
listening. His muscles were set and ready. 

Lennox had prided himself that he had re- 
tained all the powers of his five senses, and that 
few men in the mountains had keener ears than 
he. Yet it was truth that at first he only knew 
the silence, and the stir and pulse of his own 
blood. He assimied then that Dan was watch- 
ing something that from his position, twenty 
feet behind, he could not see. He tried to 
probe the thickets with his eyes. 

Then Dan whispered. Ever so soft a sound, 
but yet distinct in the silence. " There 's some- 
thing living in that thicket." 

Then Lennox heard it too. As they stood 
still, the sound became ever clearer and more 
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pronounced. Some living creature was ad- 
vancing toward them ; and twigs were cracking 
beneath its feet. The sounds were rather sub- 
dued, and yet, as the animal approached, both 
of them instinctively knew that they were ex- 
tremely loud for the usual footsteps of any of 
the wild creatures. 

" What is it? " Dan asked quietly. 

Lennox was so intrigued by the sounds that 
he was not even observant of the peculiar, sub- 
dued quality in Dan's voice. Otherwise, he 
would have wondered at it. "I *m free to con- 
fess I don't know," he said. " It 's booming 
right towards us, like most animals don't care 
to do. Of course it may be a human being. 
You must watch out for that." 

They waited. The sound ended. They 
stood straining for a long moment without 
speech. 

" That was the dumdest thing! " Lennox 
went on. " Of course it might have been a 
bear — you never know what they 're going to 
do. It might have got sight of us and turned 
off. But I can't believe that it was just a 
deer — " 

But then his words chopped squarely off in 
his throat. The plodding advance commenced 
again. And the next instant a gray form re- 
vealed itself at the edge of the thicket. 
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It was Graycoat, half -blind with his mad- 
ness, and desperate in his agony. 

There was no more deadly thing in all the 
hills than he. Even the bite of a rattlesnake 
would have been welcomed beside his. He 
stood a long instant, and all his instincts and 
reflexes that would have ordinarily made 
him flee in abject terror were thwarted and 
twisted by the fever of his madness. He stared 
a moment at the two figures, and his red eyes 
could not interpret them. They were simply 
foes, for it was true that when this racking 
agony was upon him, even lifeless trees seemed 
foes sometimes. He seemed eerie and unreal 
as he gazed at them out of his burning eyes; 
and the white foam gathered at his fangs. 
And then, wholly without warning, he charged 
down at them. 

He came with unbelievable speed. The 
elder Lennox cried once in warning and cursed 
himself for venturing forth on the ridge with- 
out a gun. He was fully twenty feet distant 
from Dan; yet he saw in an instant his only 
course. This was no time to trust their lives 
to the marksmanship of an amateur. He 
sprang towards Dan, intending to wrench the 
weapon from his hand. 

But he did n*t achieve his purpose. At the 
first step his foot caught in a projecting root, 
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and he was shot to his face on the trail. But 
a long life in the wilderness had developed 
Lennox's reflexes to an abnormal degree ; many 
crises had taught him muscle and nerve con- 
trol; and only for a fraction of an instant, a 
period of time that few instnmients are fine 
enough to measure, did he lie supinely upon the 
ground. He rolled on, into a position of de- 
fense. But he knew now he could not reach 
the younger man before the mad coyote would 
be upon them. The matter was out of his 
hands. Everything depended on the aim and 
self-control of the tenderfoot. 

And at the same instant he wondered, so in- 
tensely that all other mental processes were 
subjugated to it, why he had not heard Dan 
shoot. 

He looked up, and the whole weird picture 
was thrown upon the retina of his eyes. The 
coyote was still racing straight toward Dan^ a 
gray demon that in his madness was more ler- 
rible than any charging bear or elk. For there 
is an element of horror about the insane, 
whether beasts or men, that cannot be denied. 
Both men felt it, with a chill that seemed to 
penetrate clear to their hearts. The eyes 
flamed, the white fangs of Graycoat caught 
the sunlight. And Dan stood erect in his path, 
his rifle half raised to his shoulder ; and even in 
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that first frenzied instant in which Lennox 
looked at him, he saw there was a strange im- 
passiveness, a singular imperturbahiUty on his 
face. 

"Shoot, man I'' Lennox shouted. "What 
are you waiting for? " 

But Dan did n*t shoot. His hand whipped 
to his face, and he snatched off his thick-lensed 
glasses. The eyes that were revealed were nar- 
row and deeply intent. And by now, the fren- 
zied coyote was not fifty feet distant. 

All that had occurred since the animal 
charged had possibly taken five seconds. 
Sometimes five seconds is just a breath; but 
as Lennbx waited for Dan to shoot, it seemed 
like a period wholly without limit. He won- 
dered if the younger man had fallen into that 
strange paralysis that a great terror sometimes 
imbues. " Shoot I " he screamed again. 

But it is doubtful if Dan even heard his 
shout. At that instant his gun slid into place, 
his head lowered, his eyes seemed to burn along 
the glittering barrel. His finger pressed back 
against the trigger, and the roar of the report 
rocked through the simMner air. 

The gun was of large caliber ; and no living 
creature could stand against the furious, shock- 
ing power of the great bullet. The lead went 
straight home, full through the neck and slant- 
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ing down through the breast, and the coyote re- 
coiled as if an irresistible hand had smitten him. 
It is doubtful if there was even a muscular 
quiver after Graycoat struck the ground, not 
twenty feet from where Dan stood. And the 
rifle report echoed back to find only silence. 

Lennox got up off the ground and moved 
over toward the dead coyote. He looked a 
long time at the gray body. And then he 
stepped back to where Dan waited on the trail. 

" I take it all back," he said simply. 
You take what back? " 
What I thought about you — that the Fail- 
ing line had gone to the dogs. I 'U never call 
you a tenderfoot again." 

" You are very kind," Dan answered. He 
looked rather tired, but was wholly unshaken. 
For an instant Lennox looked at his eyes and 
his steady hands. 

"But tell me one thing," Lennox asked. 
" I saw the way you looked down the barrel. I 
could see how firm you held the rifle — the way 
you kept your head. And that is all like your 
grandfather. But why, when you had a re- 
peating rifle, did you wait so long to shoot? " 

" I just had one cartridge in my gun. I 
fired iline times back at the trees and only re- 
loaded once. I didn't think of it until the 
coyote charged." 
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Lennox's answer was the last thing in the 
world to be expected. He opened his straight 
mouth and uttered a great, boyish yell of joy. 
His eyes seemed to light. It is a phenomenon 
that is ever so much oftener imagined than 
really seen ; but the sudden, elated sparkle that 
came in those gray orbs was past denial. The 
eyes of the two men met, and Lennox shook 
him by the shoulder. 

" You 're not Dan Failing's grandson — 
you're Dan Failing himself!" he shouted. 
" No one but him would have had the self-con- 
trol to wait till the game was almost on top of 
him — no one but him would have kept his head 
in a time like this. You 're Dan Failing him- 
self, I tell you, come back to earth. Grandson 
nothing! You're a throwback, and now 
you 've got those glasses off, I can see his eyes 
looking right out of yours. Step on 'em, Dan. 
You '11 never need 'em again. And give up 
that idea of dying in four months right now; 
I 'm going to make you live. We 'U fight that 
disease to a finish — and win ! " 

And that is the way that Dan Failing came 
into his heritage in the land of his own people, 
and in which a new spirit was bom in him to 
fight -^ and win — and live. 



BOOK TWO 



THE DEBT 



September was at its last days on the Ump- 
quaw Divide, — that far wilderness of endless, 
tree-clad ridges where Dan Failing had gone 
for his last days. September, in this place, 
was a season aU by itself. It was n't exactly 
summer, because already a little silver sheath 
of ice formed on the lakes in the morning ; and 
the days were clamping down in length so fast 
that Whisperfoot the cougar had time for a 
dozen killings in a single night. Fall only be- 
gins when the rains start; and there hadn't 
been a trickle of rain since April. It was 
rather a cross between the two seasons, — the 
rag-tail of summer and the prelude of fall. 

It was true that the leaves were shedding 
from the underbrush. They came yellow and 
they came red, and the north wind, always the 
first breath of winter, blew them in all direc- 
tions* They made a perfect background for 
the tawny tints of Whisperfoot, and quite often 
the near-sighted deer would walk right up to 
him without detecting him. But the cougar 
always saw to it they did n't do it a second time. 
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It had been a particularly bad season for Whis- 
perfoot, and he was glad that his luck had 
changed. The woods were so dry from the 
long drought that even he — and as all men 
know, he is one of the most silent creatures in 
the wilderness when he wants to be, which are 
the times that he does n't want to make as much 
noise as a steam engine — found it hard to 
crawl down a deer trail without being heard. 
The tMdgs would sometimes crack beneath his 
feet, and this is a disgrace with any cougar. 
Their first lessons are to learn to walk with 
silence. 

Woof the bear loved this month above all 
others. It wasn't that he needed protective 
coloring. He was not a hunter at all, except 
of grubs and berries and such small fry. He 
had a black coat and a climisy stride; and he 
could n't have caught a deer if his life had de- 
pended upon it. But he did like to shuffle 
through the fallen leaves and make beds of 
them in the warm afternoons ; and besides, the 
berries were always biggest and ripest in Sep- 
tember. The bee trees were almost full of 
honey. Even the fat beetles under the stumps 
were many and lazy. 

Everywhere the forest people were prepar- 
ing for the winter that would fall so quickly 
when these golden September days were done. 
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The Under Plane of the forest — those smaller 
peoples that live in the dust and have beautiful, 
tropical forests in the ferns — found them- 
selves digging holes and filling them with stores 
of food. Of course they had no idea on earth 
why they were doing it, except that a quiver at 
the end of their tails told them to do so ; but the 
result was entirely the same. They would have 
a shelter for the winter. Certain of the birds 
were beginning to wonder what the land was 
like to the south, and now and then waking up 
in the crisp dawns with decided longings for 
travel. The young mallards on the lakes were 
particularly restless, and occasionally a long 
flock of them would rise in the morning from 
the blue waters with a ghnt of wings, - and 
quite fail to come back. And one night all the 
forest listened to the wail of the first flock of 
south-going geese. But the main army of 
waterfowl would of course not pass until fall 
came in reality. 

But the most noticeable change of all, in 
these last days of summer, was a distinct tone 
of sadness that sounded throughout the forest. 
Of course the wilderness note is always some- 
what sad; but now, as the leaves fell and the 
grasses died, it seemed particularly pro- 
nounced. All the forest voices added to it, — 
the wail of the geese, the sad fluttering of fallen 
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leaves, and even the whisper of the north wind. 
The pines seemed darker, and now and then 
gray clouds gathered, promised rain, but passed 
without dropping their burdens on the parched 
hillsides. Of course all the tones and voices 
of the wilderness sound clearest at night — for 
that is the time that the forest really comes to 
life — and Dan Failing, sitting in front of 
Lennox's house, watching the late September 
moon rise over Bald Mountain, could hear them 
very plainly. 

It was true that in the two months he had 
spent in the mountains he had learned to be 
very receptive to the voices of the wilderness. 
Lennox had not been mistaken in thinking him 
a natural woodsman. He had imagination and 
insight and sympathy ; but most of all he had a 
heritage of wood lore from his frontiersmen 
ancestors. Two months before he had been a 
resident of cities. Now the wilderness had 
claimed him, body and soul. 

These had been rare days. At first he had 
to limit his expeditions to a few miles each day, 
and even then he would come in at night stag- 
gering from weariness. He climbed hills that 
seemed to tear his diseased lungs to shreds. 
Lennox would n't have been afraid, in a crisis, 
to trust his marksmanship now. He had the 
natural cold nerve of a marksman, and one 
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twilight he brought the body of a lynx tumbling 
through the branches of a pine at a distance of 
two hundred yards. A shotgun is never a 
mountaineer's weapon — except a sawed-off 
specimen for family contingencies — yet Dan 
acquired a certain measure of skill at small 
game hunting, too. He got so he could shatter 
a grouse out of the air in the half of a second 
or so in which its bronze wings glinted in the 
shrubbery ; and when a man may do this a fair 
nmnber of times out of ten, he is on the straight 
road toward greatness. 

Then there came a day when Dan caught his 
first steelhead in the North Fork. There was 
no finer sport in the whole West than this, — 
the play of the fly, the strike, the electric jar 
that carries along the line and through the arm 
and into the soul from where it is never quite 
effaced, and finally the furious strife and exult- 
ant throb when the fish is hooked. There is no 
more beautiful thing in the wilderness world 
than a steelhead trout in action. He simply 
seems to dance on the surface of the water, 
leaping again and again, and racing at an un- 
heard-of speed down the ripples. He weighs 
only from three to fifteen pounds. But now 
and again amateur fishermen without souls 
have tried to pull him in with main strength, 
and are still somewhat dazed by the result. It 
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might be done with a steel cable, but an ordi- 
nary line or leader breaks like a cobweb. When 
his majesty the steelhead takes the fly and de- 
cides to nm, it can be learned after a time that 
the one thing that may be done is to let out all 
the line and with prayer and himibleness try to 
keep up with him. 

Dan fished for lake trout in the lakes of the 
plateau ; he shot waterfowl in the tule marshes ; 
he hunted all manner of living things with his 
camera. But most of all he simply studied, as 
his frontiersmen ancestors had done before him. 
He found unceasing delight in the sagacity of 
the bear, the grace of the felines, the beauty 
of the deer. He knew the chipmunks and the 
gray squirrels and the snowshoe rabbits. And 
every day his muscles had hardened and his 
gaunt frame had filled out. 

He no longer wore his glasses. Every day 
his eyes had strengthened. He could see more 
clearly now, with his unaided eyes, than he had 
ever seen before with the help of the lens. 
And the moonhght came down through a rift 
in the trees and showed that his face had 
changed too. It was no longer so white. 
The eyes were more intent. The lips were 
straighter. 

" It *s been two months," Silas Lennox told 
him, " half the four that you gave yoiu*self after 
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you arrived here. And you 're twice as good 
now as when you came." 

Dan nodded. " Twice I Ten times as 
good! I was a wreck when I came. To-day 
I climbed halfway up Baldy— within a half 
mile of Snowbird's cabin — without stopping 
to rest." 

Lennox looked thoughtful. More than once, 
of late, Dan had climbed up toward Snow- 
bird's cabin. It was true that his guest and his 
daughter had become the best of companions 
in the two months ; but on second thought, Len- 
nox was not in the least afraid of complications. 
The love of the mountain women does not go 
out to physical inferiors. "Whoever gets 
her," he had said, " will have to tame her," and 
his words still held good. The mountain 
women rarely mistook a maternal tenderness 
for an appealing man for love. It was n't that 
Dan was weak except from the ravages of his 
disease ; but he was still a long way from Snow- 
bird's ideal. 

And the explanation was simply that life in 
the mountains gets down to a primitive basis, 
and its laws are the laws of the cave. Emo- 
tions are simple and direct, dangers are real, and 
the family relations have remained unchanged 
since the first days of the race. Men do not 
woo one another's wives in the mountains. 
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There is no softness, no compromise : the male 
of the species provides, and the female keeps 
the hut. It is good, the mountain women 
know, when the snows come, to have a strong 
arm to lean upon. The man of strong muscles, 
of quick aim, of cool nerve in a crisis is the man 
that can be safely counted on not to leave a 
youthful widow to a lone battle for existence. 
Although Dan had courage and that same rigid 
self-control that was an old quality in his breed, 
he was still a long way from a physically strong 
man. It was still an even break whether he 
would ever wholly recover from his malady. 

But Dan was not thinking about this now. 
All his perceptions had sharpened down to the 
finest focal point, and he was trying to catch 
the spirit of the endless forest that stretched in 
front of the house. The moon was above the 
pines at last, and its light was a magic. He sat 
breathless, his eyes intent on the silvery patches 
between the trees. Now and then he saw a 
shadow waver. 

His pipe had gone out, and for a long time 
Lennox hadn't spoken. He seemed to be 
straining too, with ineffective senses, trying to 
recognize and name the faint sounds that came 
so tingling and tremulous out of the darkness. 
As always, they heard the stir and rustle of the 
gnawing people: the chipmunks in the shrub- 
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bery, the gophers who, like blind misers, had 
ventured forth from their dark burrows; and 
perhaps even the scaly glide of those most- 
dreaded poison people that had lairs in the 
rock piles. 

Then, more distinct still, ihey heard the f ar- 
oflF yowl of a cougar. Yet it was n't quite like 
the cougar utterances that Dan had heard on 
previous nights. It was not so high, so pierc- 
ing and triimiphant ; but had rather an angry, 
snarling tone made up of ows and broad, nasal 
yahs. It came tingling up through hundreds 
of yards of still forest ; and both of them leaned 
forward. 

" Another deer killed," Dan suggested 
softly. 

" No. Not this time. He missed, and he 's 
mad about it. They often snarl that way when 
they miss their stroke, just like an angry cat. 
But listen — " 

Again they heard a sound, and from some 
far-lying ridge, they heard a curious echo. 
So far it had come that only a tremor of 
it remained; yet every accent and intona- 
tion was perfect, and Dan was dimly re- 
minded of some work of art cimningly wrought 
in miniature. In one quaUty alone it re- 
sembled the cougar's cry. It was unquestion- 
ably a wilderness voice, — no sound made by 
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men or the instruments of men; and hke the 
cougar's cry, it was simply imbued with the 
barbaric spirit of the wild. But while the cou- 
gar had simply yowled in disappointment, a 
sound wholly without rhythm or harmony, this 
sound was after the manner of a song, rising 
and f aUing unutterably wild and strange. 



II 

Dan felt that at last the wilderness itself 
was speaking to him. He had waited a long 
time to hear its voice. His thought went back 
to the wise men of the ancient world, waiting to 
hear the riddle of the imiverse from the lips of 
the Sphinx, and how he himself — more in his 
miconscious self, rather than conscious — had 
sought the eternal riddle of the wilderness. It 
had seemed to him that if once he could make it 
speak, if he could make it break for one instant 
its great, brooding silence, that the whole mys- 
tery and meaning of life would be in a measure 
revealed. He had asked questions — never in 
the form of words but only ineffable yearnings 
of his soul — and at last it had responded. 
The strange rising and falling song was its own 
voice, the articulation of the very heart and soul 
of the wilderness. 

And because it was, it was also the song of 
life itself, — life in the raw, life as it is when all 
the superficialities that blunt the vision had 
been struck away. Dan had known that it 
would be thus. It brought strange pictures to 
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his mind. He saw the winter snows, the spirits 
of Cold and Famine walking over them. He 
saw Fear in many guises — in the forest fire, in 
the landslide, in the lightning cleaving the sky. 
In the song were centered and made clear all 
the many lesser voices with which the forest 
had spoken to him these two months and which 
he had but dimly understood, — the passion, 
the exultation, the blood-lust, the strength, 
the cruelty, the remorseless, imceasing 
struggle for existence that makes the wilder- 
ness an eternal battle ground. But over it all 
was sadness. He couldn't doubt that. He 
heard it all too plainly. The wild was revealed 
to him as it never had been before. 

" It 's the wolf pack," Lennox told him 
softly. " As long as I have been in the moun- 
tains, it always hits me the same. The wolves 
have just joined together for the fall rutting. 
There 's not another song like it in the whole 
world.'* 

Dan could readily believe it. The two men 
sat still a long time, hoping that they might 
hear the song again. And then they got up 
and moved across the cleared field to the ridge 
beyond. The silence closed deeper around 
them. 

" Then it means the end of the simmier? " 
Dan asked. 
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" In a way, but yet we don't count the siun- 
mer ended until the rains break. Heavens, I 
wish they would start I I Ve never seen the 
hills so dry, and I'm afraid that either Bert 
Cranston or some of his friends will decide it 's 
time to make a little money fighting forest 
fires. Dan, I 'm suspicious of that gang. I 
believe they Ve got a regular arson ring, maybe 
with unscrupulous stockmen behind them, and 
perhaps just a penny-winning deal of their 
own. I suppose you know about Landy Hil- 
dreth, — how he 's promised to turn State's 
evidence that will send about a dozen of these 
vipers to the penitentiary? " 

" Snowbird told me something about it." 

" He 's got a cabin over toward the marshes, 
and it has come to me that he 's going to start 
to-morrow, or maybe has already started to- 
day, down into the valley to give his evidence. 
Of course, that is deeply confidential between 
you and me. If the gang knew about it, he 'd 
never get through the thickets ahve." 

But Dan was hardly listening. His atten- 
tion was caught by the hushed, intermittent 
sounds that are always to be heard, if one lis- 
tens keenly enough, in the wilderness at night. 
" I wish the pack would sound again," he said. 
" I suppose it was hunting." 

" Of course. And there is no living thing 
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in these woods that can stand against a wolf 
pack in its full strength." 

" Except man, of course." 

" A strong man, with an accurate rifle, of 
course, and except possibly in the starving 
times in winter he 'd never have to fight them. 
All the beasts of prey are out to-night. You 
see, Dan, when the moon shines, the deer feed 
at night instead of in the twilights and the 
dawn. And of course the wolves and the cou- 
gars hunt the deer. It may be that they are 
running cattle, or even sheep." 

But Dan's imagination was afire. He 
was n't content yet. " They could n't be — 
hunting man? " he asked. 

"No. If it was midwinter and the pack 
was starving, we 'd have to listen better. It 
always looked to me as if the wild creatures had 
a law against killing men, just as hiunans have. 
They've learned it doesn't pay — something 
the wolves and bear of Europe and Asia 
have n't found out. The naturalists say that 
the reason is rather simple — that the Euro- 
pean peasant, his soul scared out of him by the 
government he lived under, has always fled 
from wild beasts. They were tillers of the soil, 
and they carried hoes instead of guns. They 
never put the fear of God into thecals and 
as a result there are quite a number of true 
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stories about tigers and wolves that aren't 
pleasant to listen to. But our own frontiers- 
men were not men to stand any nonsense from 
wolves or cougars. They had guns, and they 
knew how to use them. And they were pre- 
ceded by as brave and as warlike a race as ever 
lived on the earth — armed with bows and ar- 
rows. Any animal that hunted men was im- 
mediately killed, and the rest found out it 
did n't pay." 

" Just as human beings have found out the 
same thing — that it does n't pay to hunt their 
fellow men. The laws of life as well as the 
laws of nations are against it." 

But the words soimded weak and dim under 
the weight of the throbbing darkness ; and Dan 
could n't get away from the idea that the codes 
of life by which most men lived were forgotten 
quickly in the shadows of the pines. Even as 
he spoke, man was hunting man on the distant 
ridge where Whisperfoot had howled. 

Bert Cranston, head of the arson ring that 
operated on the Umpquaw Divide, was not 
only beyond the pale in regard to the laws of 
the valleys, but he could have learned valuable 
lessons from the beasts in regard to keeping the 
laws of the hills. The forest creatures do not 
hunt their own species, nor do they normally 
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hunt men. The moon looked down to find 
Bert Cranston waiting on a certain trail that 
wound down to the settlements, his rifle loaded 
and ready for another kind of game than deer 
or wolf. He was waiting for Landy Hildreth ; 
and the greeting he had for him was to destroy 
all chances of the prosecuting attorney in the 
valley below learning certain names that he 
particularly wanted to know. 

There is always a quaUty of imreality about 
a moonht scene. Just what causes it is n't easy 
to explain, unless the soft blend of hght and 
shadow entirely destroys the perspective. Old 
ruins will sometimes seem hke great, misty 
ghosts of long-dead cities; trees will turn to 
silver; phantoms will gather in family groups 
under the cliffs ; plain hills and valleys will be- 
come, in an instant, the misty vales of Fairy- 
land. The scene on that distant ridge of the 
Divide partook of this quality to an astounding 
degree; and it would have made a picture no 
mortal memory could have possibly forgotten. 

There was no breath of wind. The great 
pines, tall and dark past belief, stood absolutely 
motionless, hke strange pillars of ebony. The 
whole ridge was splotched with patches of 
moonlight, and the trail, dimming as the eyes 
followed it, wound away into the utter dark- 
ness. Bert Cranston knelt in a brush covert, 
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his rifle loaded and ready in his lean, dark 
hands. 

No wolf that ran the ridges, no cougar that 
waited on the deer trails knew a wilder passion, 
a more terrible blood-lust than he. It showed 
in his eyes, narrow and never resting from their 
watch of the trail ; it was in his posture ; and it 
revealed itself unmistakably in the curl of his 
lips. Something like hot steam was in his 
brain, blurring his sight and heating his blood. 

The pine needles hung wholly motionless 
above his head ; but yet the dead leaves on which 
he knelt crinkled and rustled under him. Only 
the keenest ear could have heard the sound ; and 
possibly in his madness, Cranston himself was 
not aware of it. And one would have won- 
dered a long time as to what caused it. It was 
simply that he was shivering all over with hate 
and fury. 

A twig cracked, far on the ridge above him. 
He leaned forward, peering, and the moonlight 
showed his face in unsparing detail. It 
revealed the deep lines, the terrible, drawn lips, 
the ugly hair long over the dark ears. His 
strong hands tightened upon the breech of the 
rifle. His wiry figure grew tense. 

Of course it would n't do to let his prey come 
too close. Landy Hildreth was a good shot 
too, young as Cranston, and of equal strength ; 
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and no sporting chance could be taken in this 
hunting. Cranston had no intention of giving 
his enemy even the shghtest chance to defend 
himself. If Hildreth got down into the valley, 
his testimony would make short work of the ar- 
son ring. He had the goods; he had been a 
member of the disreputable crowd himself. 

The man's steps 'were quite distinct by now. 
Cranston heard him fighting his way through 
the brush thickets, and once a flock of grouse, 
frightened from their perches by the approach- 
ing figure, flew down the traU in front. Cran- 
ston pressed back the hanmier of his rifle. The 
chck sounded loud in the silence. He had 
grown tense and still, and the leaves no longer 
rustled. 

His eyes were intent on a little clearing, pos- 
sibly one hundred yards up the trail. The trail 
itself went straight through it. And in an 
instant more, Hildreth pushed through the 
buckbrush and stood revealed in the moonlight. 

If there is one quahty that means success in 
the mountains it is constant, unceasing self-con- 
trol. Cranston thought that he had it. He 
had known the hard schools of the hills ; and he 
thought no circumstance could break the rigid 
disciphne in which his mind and nerves held his 
muscles. But perhaps he had waited too long 
for Hildreth to come; and the strain had told 
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on him. He had sworn to take no false steps ; 
that every motion he made should be cool and 
sure. He didn't want to attract Hildreth's 
attention by any sudden movement. All must 
be cautious and stealthy. But in spite of all 
these good resolutions, Cranston's gun simply 
leaped to his shoulder in one convulsive motion 
at ihe first glimpse of his enemy as he emerged 
into the moonlight. 

The end of the barrel struck a branch of the 
shrubbery as it went up. It was only a soft 
sound; but in the utter silence it traveled far. 
But a noise in the brush might not have been 
enough in itself to alarm Hildreth. A deer 
springing up in the trail, or even a lesser crea- 
ture, might make as pronounced a sound. It 
was true that even unaccompanied by any other 
suspicious circumstances, the man would have 
become instantly alert and watchful ; but it was 
Extremely doubtful that his muscular reaction 
wouldthave been the same. But the gun barrel 
caught the moonlight as it leaped, and Hildreth 
saw its glint in the darkness. 

It was only a flash. But yet there is no other 
object in the material world that glints exactly 
like a gun barrel in the hght. It has a look all 
its own. It is even -more distinctive in the sun- 
light, and now and again men have owed their 
lives to a momentary glitter across a half-mile 
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of forest. Of course the ordinary, peaceful, 
God-fearing man, walking down a trail at 
night, likely would not have given the gleam 
more than an instant's thought, a momentary 
breathlessness in which the throat closes and the 
muscles set; and it is more than probable that 
the sleeping senses would not have interpreted 
it at all. But Hildreth was looking for 
trouble. He had dreaded this long walk to 
the settlements more than any experience of his 
life. He did n't know why the letter he had 
written, asking for an armed escort down to 
the courts, had not brought results. But it 
was wholly possible that Cranston would have 
answered this question for him. This same let- 
ter had fallen into a certain soiled, deadly pair 
of hands which was the last place in the world 
that Hildreth would have chosen, and it had 
been all the evidence that was needed, at the 
meeting of the ring the night before, to ad- 
judge Hildreth a merciless and immediate end. 
Hildreth would have preferred to wait in the 
hills and possibly to write another letter, but a 
chill that kept growing at his finger tips for- 
bade it. And all these things combined to 
stretch his nerves almost to the breaking point 
as he stole along the moonlit trail under the 
pines. 

A moment before the rush and whir of the 
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grouse flock had dried the roof of his mouth 
with terror. The tall trees appalled him, the 
shadows fell upon his spirit. And when he 
heard this final sound, when he saw the ghnt 
that might so easily have been a gun-barrel, his 
nerves and muscles reacted at once. Not even 
a fraction of a second intervened. His gun 
flashed up, just as a small-game shooter hurls 
his weapon when a mallard glints above the 
decoys, and a httle, angry cylinder of flame 
darted, as a snake's head darts, from the 
muzzle. 

Hildreth didn't take aim. There wasn't 
time. The report roared in the darkness; the 
bullet sang harmlessly and thudded into the 
earth ; and both of them were the last things in 
the world that Cranston had expected. And 
they were not a moment too soon. Even at 
that instant, his finger was closing down upon 
the trigger, Hildreth standing clear and re- 
vealed through the sights. The nervous re- 
sponse that few men in the world would be self- 
disciphned enough to prevent occurred at the 
same instant that he pressed the trigger. His 
own fire answered, so near to the other that both 
of them sounded as one report. 

Most hunters can usually tell, even if they 
cannot see their game fall, whether they have 
hit or missed. This was one of the few times in 
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his life that Cranston could not have told. He 
knew that as his finger pressed he had held as 
accurate a " bead " as at any time in his life. 
He did not know still another circumstance, 
— that in the moonhght he had overestimated 
the distance to the clearing, and instead of one 
hundreds yards it was scarcely fifty. He had 
held rather high. And he looked up, unknow- 
ing whether he had succeeded or whether he was 
face to face with the prospect of a duel to the 
death in the darkness. 

And all he saw was Hildreth, rocking back 
and forth in the moonhght, — a strange picture 
that he was never entirely to forget. It was 
a motion that no man could pretend. And he 
knew he had not missed. 

He waited till he saw the form of his enemy 
rock down, face half -buried in the pine needles. 
It never even occurred to him to approach to 
see if he had made a clean kill. He had held on 
the breast and he had a world of confidence in 
his great, shocking, big-game rifle. Besides, 
the rifle fire might attract some hunter in the 
hills ; and there would be time in the morning to 
return to the body and make certain httle in- 
vestigations that he had in mind. And run- 
ning back down the trail, he missed the sight of 
Hildreth dragging his wounded body, like an 
injured hare, into the shelter of the thickets. 



Ill 

Whispeefoot^ that great coward, came out 
of his brush-covert when the moon rose. It 
was not his usual rising time. Ordinarily he 
found his best hunting in the eerie hght of the 
twilight hour; but for certain reasons, his 
knowledge of which would be extremely diffi- 
cult to explain, he let this time go by in slumber. 
The general verdict of mankind has decreed 
that animals cannot reason. Therefore it is 
somewhat awkward to explain how Whisper- 
foot knew that he need n't be in a hurry, that 
tile moon would soon be up, and the deer would 
be feeding in their light. But know all these 
tilings he did, act upon them he also did, and it 
all came to the same in the end. Whether or 
not he could reason did n't affect the fact that a 
certain chipmunk, standing at the threshold 
of his house to glimpse the moonlit forest, saw 
iiim come slipping iS^e a cloud of brown smoke 
from his lair a full hour after the little creatm-e 
bad every right to think that he had gone to his 
hunting, — and straightway timibled back into 
his house with a near attack of heart failure. 
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But the truth was that the chipmunk was 
presuming upon his own desirability as food. 
His fear really was n't justified. It would not 
be altogether true to say that Whisperfoot 
never ate chipmunks. Sometimes in winter, 
and sometimes in the dawns after an imsuccess- 
f ul hunt, he ate things a great deal smaller and 
many times more disagreeable than chipmunks. 
But the great cat is always very proud when he 
first leaves his lair. He won't look at anything 
smaller than a horned buck. He is a great deal 
like a human hunter who will pass up a lone teal 
on the way out and slay a pair of his own Kve- 
duck decoys on the way back. 

Whisperfoot had slept almost since dawn. 
It is a significant quality in the felines that they 
simply cannot keep in condition without hours 
and hours of sleep. It is true that they are 
highly nervous creatures, sensualists of the 
worst, and living intensely from twilight to 
dawn ; and they burn up more nervous energy 
in a night than Urson, the porcupine, does in a 
year. In this matter of sleeping, they are in a 
direct contrast to the wolves, who seemingly 
never sleep at all, unless it is with one eye open, 
and in still greater contrast to the king of all 
beasts, the elephant, who is said to slimiber less 
per night than that great electrical wizard 
whom all men know and praise. 
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The great eat came out yawning, as graceful 
a thing as treads upon the earth. He was al- 
most nine feet long from the tip of his nose 
to the end of his tail, and he weighed as much 
as many a full-grown man. And he fairly 
rippled when he walked, seemingly without ef- 
fort, almost without resting his cushions on 
the ground. He stood and yawned insolently, 
for all the forest world to see. He rather 
hoped that the chipmunk, staring with beady 
eyes from his doorway, did see him. He would 
just as soon that Woof's little son, the bear 
cub, should see him too. But he wasn't so 
particular about Woof himself, or the wolf 
pack whose song had just wakened him. And 
above all things, he wanted to keep out of the 
sight of men. 

For when all things are said and done, there 
were few bigger cowards in the whole wilder- 
ness world than Whisperf oot. A good many 
people think that Graycoat the coyote could 
take lessons from him in this respect. But others, 
knowing how a hunter is brought in occasion- 
ally with almost all human resemblance gone 
from him because a cougar charged in his death 
agony, think this is unfair to the larger animal. 
And it is true that a full-grown cougar will 
sometimes attack homed cattle, something that 
no American animal cares to do unless he wants 
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a good fight on his paws and of which the very 
thought would throw Graycoat into a spasm; 
and there have been even stranger stories, if 
one could quite believe them. A certain meas- 
ure of respect must be extended to any animal 
that will hunt the great bull elk, for to miss the 
stroke and get caught beneath the churning, 
lashing, slashing, razor-edged front hoofs is 
simply death, painful and without delay. But 
the difficulty lies in the fact that these things 
are not done in the ordinary, rational blood of 
hunting. What an animal does in its death 
agony, or to protect its yoimg, what great game 
it follows in the starving times of winter, can 
be put to neither its debit nor its credit. A 
coyote will charge when mad. A raccoon will 
put up a wicked fight when cornered. A hen 
will peck at the hand that robs her nest. When 
hunting was fairly good, Whisperfoot avoided 
the elk and steer almost as punctiliously as he 
avoided men, which is saying very much indeed ; 
and any kind of terrier could usually drive 
him straight up a tree. 

But he did like to pretend to be very great 
and terrible among the smaller forest creatures. 
And he was Fear itself to the deer. A human 
hunter who would kill two deer a week for fifty- 
two weeks would be called a much uglier name 
than poacher; but yet this had been Whisper- 
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foot's record, on and off, ever since his second 
year. Many a great buck wore the scar of the 
full stroke, — after which Whisperf oot had lost 
his hold. Many a fawn had crouched panting 
with terror in the thickets at just a tawny light 
on the gnarled limb of a pine. Many a doe 
would grow great-eyed and terrified at just 
his strange, pungent smell on the wind. 

He yawned again, and his fangs looked white 
and abnormally large in the moonlight. His 
great, green eyes were still clouded and lan- 
guorous from sleep. Theit he began to steal 
up the ridge toward his hunting grounds. Dry 
as the thickets were, still he seemed to traverse 
them with almost absolute silence. It was a 
curious thing that he walked straight in the face 
of the soft wind that came down from the snow 
fields, and yet there was n't a weathercock to be 
seen anywhere. And neither had the chip- 
munk seen him wet a paw and hold it up, after 
the approved fashion of holding up a finger. 
He had a better way of knowing, — a chill at 
the end of his whiskers. 

In fact, the other forest creatures did not see 
him at all. He took very great precautions 
that they shouldn't. Whisperf oot was not a 
long-distance runner, and his whole success de- 
pended on a surprise attack, either by stalking 
or from ambush. In this he is different from 
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his fellow cowards, the wolves. Whisperfoot 
catches his meat fresh, before terror has time 
to steal out of the heart and poison it ; and thus, 
he tells his cubs, he is a higher creature than 
the wolves. He kept to the deepest shadow, 
sometimes the long, strange profile of a pine, 
sometimes just the thickets of buckbrush. 

And by now, he no longer cared to yawn. 
He was wide awake. The sleep had gone out 
of his eyes and left them swimming in a curious, 
blue-green fire. And the hunting madness was 
getting to him: that wild, exultant fever that 
comes fresh to all the hunting creatures as soon 
as the night comes down. 

The Kttle, breathless night sounds in the 
brush around him seemed to madden him. 
They made a song to him, a strange, wild mel- 
ody that even such frontiersmen as Dan and 
Lennox could not experience. A thousand 
smells brushed down to him on the wind, more 
potent than any wine or lust. He began to 
tremble all over with rapture and excitement. 
But unhke Cranston's trembling, no wilderness 
ear was keen enough to hear the leaves rustling 
beneath him. 

His excitement did not affect his hunting 
skill at all. In fact, he could n't succeed with- 
out it. A human hunter, with the same excite- 
ment and fever, would have been rendered im- 
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potent long since. His aim would be shat- 
tered, he would make false steps to frighten 
the game, and not even Urson, the porcupine, 
would really have cause to fear him. . The rea- 
son is rather simple. Man has lived a civilized 
existence for so long that many of the traits 
that make him a successful hunter have to be 
laboriously re-learned. As soon as he becomes 
excited, he forgets his training. The hunting 
cunning of a cougar, however, is inborn, and 
like a great pianist, he can usually do better 
when he is warmed up to his work. 

Men would cross many seas for a few min- 
utes of such wild, nerve-tingling raptvu-e as 
Whisperfoot knew as he crept into his hunting 
grounds. Ever he went more cautiously, his 
tawny body lowering. And just as he reached 
the ridge top he heard his first game. 

It was just a rustle in the thickets at one side. 
Whisperfoot stopped dead still, then slowly 
lowered his body. The only motion left was 
the sinuous whipping of his tail. But he 
couldn't identify his game yet. He peered 
with fiery eyes into the darkness. He was al- 
most in leaping range already. 

But at once he knew that the creature that 
grunted and stirred in the brush was not a deer. 
A deer would have detected his presence long 
since, as the animal was at one side of him, in- 



122 The Voice of the Pack 

stead of in front, and would have caught his 
scent. Then, the wind blowing straighter, he 
recognized the creature. It was just old Ur- 
son, the porcupine. 

For very good reasons, Whisperfoot never 
attacked Urson except in moments of utmost 
need. It was extremely doubtful that he 
spared him for the same reason that he was 
spared by the wisest of tiie mountaineers, - 
that he was game to be taken when starving and 
when no other could be procured. It was 
rather that he was very awkward to kill and 
considerably worse to eat. 

It is better to dine on nightshade, says a for- 
est law, than to eat a porcupine ; for the former 
innocent-looking little berry is almost as fast 
a death as a rifle bullet, and the flesh of the lat- 
ter animal will torture with a hundred red-hot 
fires in the vitals before its eater is driven to 
its eternal lair. But it isn't that the porcu- 
pine's flesh is poison. It is just that an incau- 
tious bite on its armored body will fill the throat 
and mouth with spines, needle points that work 
ever deeper until they result in death. And so it 
is quite a tribute to Whisperfoot's intelligence 
that he had killed and devoured no less than a 
dozen porcupines and still lived to tell the tale. 

He simply knew how to handle them. He 
knew an upward scoop with the end of his claws 
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that would tip the creature over; and then he 
would pounce on the unprotected abdomen. 
But it was considerable trouble, and he had to 
be careful of the spines all the time he was 
eating, — a particular annoyance to one who 
habitually and savagely bolts his food. So he 
made a careful detour about Urson and con- 
tinued on his way. He heard the latter squeal- 
ing and ratthng his quills behind him. 



IV 

Shortly after nine o'clock, Whisperfoot en- 
countered his first herd of deer. But they 
caught his scent and scattered before he could 
get up to them. He met Woof, grunting 
through the underbrush, and again he punctil- 
iously, but with wretched spirit, left the trail. 
A fight with Woof the bear was one of the 
most unpleasant experiences that could be 
imagined. He had a pair of strong arms of 
which one embrace of a cougar's body meant 
death in one long shriek of pain. Of course 
they did n't fight often. They had entirely op- 
posite interests. The bear was a berry-eater 
and a honey-grubber, and the cougar cared too 
much for his own life and beauty to tackle 
Woof in a hunting way. 

A fawn leaped from the thicket in front of 
him, startled by his sound in the thicket. The 
truth was, Whisperfoot had made a wholly un- 
justified misstep on a dry twig, just at the 
crucial moment. Perhaps it was the fault of 
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Woof, whose presence had driven Whisperfoot 
from the trail, and perhaps because old age and 
stiflFness was coming upon him. But neither 
of these facts appeased his anger. He could 
scarcely suppress a snarl of fury and disap- 
pointment. 

He continued along the ridge, still steahng, 
still alert, but his anger increasing with every 
moment. The fact that he had to leave the 
trail again to permit still another animal to 
pass, and a particularly insignificant one too, 
did n't make him feel any better. This animal 
had a number of curious stripes along his back, 
and usually did nothing more desperate than 
steal eggs and eat bird fledglings. Whisper- 
foot could have crushed him with one bite, but 
this was one thing that the great cat, as long as 
he lived, would never try to do. He got out of 
the way pohtely when Stripe-back was still a 
quarter of a mile away ; which was quite a com- 
pliment to the little animal's ability to intro- 
duce himself. Stripe-back was familiarly 
known as a skunk. 

Shortly after ten, the mountain lion had a 
remarkably fine chance at a buck. The direc- 
tion of the wind, the trees, the thickets and the 
light were all in his favor. It was old Black- 
tail, wallowing in the salt hck; and Whisper- 
foot's heart bounded when he detected him. 
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No human hunter could have laid his plans with 
greater care. He had to cut up the side of the 
ridge, mindful of the wind. Then there was a 
long dense thicket in which he might approach 
within fifty feet of the lick, still with the 
wind in his face. Just beside the lick was 
another deep thicket, from which he could make 
his leap. 

Blacktail was wholly unsuspecting. No 
creature in the Oregon woods was more beauti- 
ful than he. He had a noble spread of ant- 
lers, limbs that were wings, and a body that 
was grace itself. He was a timid creature, 
but he did not even dream of the tawny Danger 
that this instant was creeping through the 
thickets upon him. 

Whisperf oot drew near, with infinite caution. 
He made a perfect stalk clear to the end of the 
buckbrush. Thirty feet more — thirty feet 
of particularly difficult stalking — and he 
would be in leaping range. If he could only 
cross this last distance in silence, the game was 
his. 

His body lowered. The tail lashed back and 
forth, and now it had begun to have a slight 
vertical motion that frontiersmen have learned 
to watch for. He placed every paw with con- 
summate grace, and few sets of human nerves 
have suflScient control over leg muscles to move 
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with such astounding, exacting patience. He 
scarcely seemed to move at all. 

The distance slowly shortened. He was al- 
most to the last thicket, from which he might 
spring. His wild blood was leaping in his 
veins. 

But when scarcely ten feet remained to stalk, 
a sudden sound pricked through the darkness. 
It came from afar, but it was no less terrible. 
It was really two sounds, so close together that 
they sounded as one. Neither Blacktail nor 
Whisperfoot had any delusions about them. 
They recognized them at once, in strange ways 
under the skin that no man may describe, as 
the far-off reports of a rifle. Just to-day 
Blacktail had seen his doe fall bleeding when 
this same sound, only louder, spoke from a 
covert from which Bert Cranston had poached 
her, — and he left the Uck in one bound. 

Terrified though he was by the rifle shot, 
still Whisperfoot sprang. But the distance 
was too far. His outstretched paw hummed 
down four feet behind BlacktaiFs flank. Then 
forgetting everything but his anger and disap- 
pointment, the great cougar opened his mouth 
and howled. 

Howling, the forest people know, never 
helped one living thing. Of course this means 
sudi howls as Whisperfoot uttered now, not 
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that deliberate long singsong by which certain 
of the beasts of prey will sometimes throw a 
herd of game into a panic and cause them to run 
into an ambush. All Whisperfoot's howl of 
anger achieved was to frighten all the deer 
out of his territory and render it extremely 
imhkely that he would have another chance at 
them that night. Even Dan and Lennox, too 
far distant to hear the shots, heard the howl 
very plainly, and both of them rejoiced that 
he had missed. 

The long night was almost done when Whis- 
perfoot even got sight of fiu1;her game. Once 
a flock of grouse exploded with a roar of wings 
from a thicket ; but they had been wakened by 
the first whisper of dawn in the wind, and he 
really had no chance at them. Soon after this, 
the moon set. 

The larger creatures of the forest are almost 
as helpless in absolute darkness as human be- 
ings. It is very well to talk of seeing in the 
dark, but from the nature of things, even verti- 
cal pupils may only respond to hght. No owl 
or bat can see in absolute darkness. Although 
the stars still burned, and possibly a fine fila- 
ment of hght had spread out from the East, 
the descending moon left the forest much too 
dark for Whisperfoot to hunt with any advan- 
tage. It became increasingly Ukely that he 
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would have to retire to his lair without any meal 
whatever. 

But still he remained, hoping against hope. 
After a futile fifteen minutes of watching a 
trail, he heard a doe feeding on a hillside. Its 
footfall was not so heavy as the sturdy tramp of 
a buck, and besides, the bucks would be higher 
on the ridges this time of morning. He began 
a cautious advance toward it. 

For the first fifty yards the hunt was in his 
favor. He came up wind, and the brush made, 
a perfect cover. But the doe unfortunately 
was standing a full twenty yards farther, in an 
open glade. For a long moment the tawny 
creature stood motionless, hoping that the prey 
would wander toward him. But even in this 
darkness, he could tell that she was making a 
half -circle that would miss him by forty yards, 
a course that would eventually take her down 
wind in almost the direction that Whisperf oot 
had come. 

Under ordinary circimistances, Whisperf oot 
would not have made an attack. A cougar can 
run swiftly, but a deer is light itself. The big 
cat would have preferred to Unger, a motionless 
thing in the thickets, hoping some other mem- 
ber of the deer herd to which the doe must have 
belonged would come into his ambush. But 
the hunt was late, and Whisperfoot was very, 
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very angry. Too many times this night he had 
missed his kill. Besides, the herd was certainly 
somewhere down wind, and for certain very im- 
portant reasons a cougar might as well himt 
elephants as try to stalk down wind. The 
breeze carries his scent more surely than a ser- 
vant carries a visiting card. In desperation, he 
leaped from the thicket and charged the deer. 

In spite of the preponderant odds against 
him, the charge was almost a success. He 
went fully half the distance between them be- 
fore the deer perceived him. Then she leaped. 
There seemed to be no interlude of time between 
the instant that she beheld the dim, tawny figure 
in the air and that in which her long legs pushed 
out in a spring. But she did n't leap straight 
ahead. She knew enough of the cougars to 
know that the great cat would certainly aim 
for her head and neck in the same way that a 
duck-hunter leads a fast-flying duck, — hop- 
ing to intercept her leap. Even as her feet left 
the ground she seemed to whu-1 in the air, and 
the deadly talons whipped down in vain. 
Then, cutting back in front, she raced down 
wind. 

It is usually the most immitigated folly for 
a cougar to chase a deer against which he has 
missed his stroke; and it is also quite fatal to 
his dignity. And whoever doubts for a minute 
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that the larger creatures have no dignity, and 
that it is not very dear to them, simply knows 
nothing about the ways of animals. They 
cling to it to the death. And nothing is quite 
so amusing to old Woof, the bear — who, after 
aU, has the best sense of humor in the forest — 
as the sight of a tawny, majestic mountain 
lion, rabid and foaming at the mouth, in an ef- 
fort to chase a deer that he can't possibly catch. 
But to-night it was too dark for Woof to see. 
Besides, one disappointment after another had 
crumbled, as the rains crumble leaves, the last 
vestige of Whisperfoot's self-control. Snarl- 
ing in fury, he bounded after the doe. 

She was lost to sight at once in the darkness, 
but for fully thu-ty yards he raced in her pur- 
suit. And it is tr^e that deep down in his own 
well of instincts — those mysterious waters that 
the events of life can hardly trouble — he really 
didn't expect to overtake her. If he had 
stopped to think, it would have been one of the 
really great surprises of his Ufe to hear the 
sudden, immistakable stir and movement of a 
large, living creature not fifteen feet distant 
in the thicket. 

He did n't stop to think at all. He did n't 
puzzle on the extreme unlikeUhood of a doe 
halting in her flight from a cougar. It is 
doubtful whether, in the thickets, he had any 
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perceptions of the creature other than its move- 
ments. He was nmning down wind, so it is 
certain that he did n't smell it. If he saw it at 
all, it was just as a shadow, suflSciently large to 
be that of a deer. It was moving, crawling as 
Woof sometimes crawled, seemingly to get out 
of his path. And Whisperfoot leaped straight 
at it. 

It was a perfect shot. He landed high on its 
shoulders. His head lashed down, and the 
white teeth closed. All the long life of his 
race he had known that pungent essence that 
flowed forth. His senses perceived it, a mes- 
sage shot along his nerves to his brain. And 
then he opened his mouth in a high, far-carry- 
ing squeal of utter, abject terror. 

He sprang a full fifteen feet back into the 
thickets; then crouched. The hair stood still 
at his shoulders, his claws were bared; he was 
prepared to fight to the death. He did n't un- 
derstand. He only knew the worst single ter- 
ror of his life. It was not a doe that he had at- 
tacked in the darkness. It was not Urson, the 
porcupine, or even Woof. It was that impe- 
rial master of all things, man himself. Un- 
knowing, he had attacked Landy Hildreth, ly- 
ing wounded from Cranston's- bullet beside the 
trail. Word of the arson ring would never 
reach the settlements, after all. 
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And as for Whisperf oot, — the terror that 
choked his heart with blood began to wear oflF in 
a little while. The man lay so still in the thick- 
ets. Besides, there was a strange, wild smeU 
in the air. Whisperfoot's stroke had gone 
home so true there had not even been a fight. 
The darkness began to Uft aromid him, and a 
strange exultation, a rapture unknown before 
in all his hunting, began to creep into his wild 
blood. Then, as a shadow steals, he went 
creeping back to his dead. 



Dan Failing had been studying nature on 
the high ridges; and he went home by a back 
trail that led to old Bald Mountain. Many a 
man of longer residence in the mountains 
would n't have cared to strike oflF through the 
thickets with no guide except his own sense of 
du-ection. The ridges are too many, and they 
look too much alike. It is very easy to walk 
in a great circle — because one leg tires before 
the other - ivith no hope whatever of anything 
except the spirit ever rising above the barrier 
of the pines. But Dan always knew exactly 
where he was. It was part of his inheritance 
from his frontiersmen ancestors, and it freed 
his wings in the hills. 

The trail was just a narrow serpent in the 
brush; and it had not been made by gangs of 
laborers, working with shovels and picks. 
Possibly half a dozen white men, in all, had ever 
walked along it. It was just the path of the 
wild creatures, worn down by hoof and paw 
and cushion since the young days of the world. 



The Debt 135 

It was covered, like a sheep lane, with little 
sUt triangles in the yellow dirt. Some of them 
were hardly larger than the print of a man's 
thmnb, and they went aU the way up to a great 
imprint that Dan could scarcely cover with his 
open hand. All manner of deer, from seasonal 
fawns with spotted coats and wide, startled 
eyes to the great bull elk, monarch of the forest, 
had passed that way before him. Once he 
found the traces of an old kiU, where a cougar 
had dined and from which the buzzards had 
but newly departed. And once he saw where 
Woof had left his challenge in the bark of a 
great pine. 

This is a very common thing for Woof to 
do, — to go about leaving chaUenges as if he 
were the most warUke creature in the world. In 
reality, he never fights until he is driven to it, 
and then his big, furry arms tiu-n out to be steel 
compressors of the first order ; he is patient and 
good-natured and ordinarily all he wants to do 
is sleep in the leaves and grunt and soliloquize 
and hunt berries. But woe to the man or 
beast who meets him in a rough-and-timible 
fight. Unlike his great cousin the Grizzly, 
that American Adamzad that not only walks 
like a man but kills cattle like a butcher, he 
almost never eats meat. No one ever pays any 
attention to his challenges either, and likely hq 
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never thought any one would. They seemed 
to be the result of an inherited tendency with 
him, just as much as to grow drowsy in winter, 
or to scratch fleas from his furry hide. 

He sees a tree that suits his fancy and im- 
mediately stands oil his hind legs beside it. 
Then he scratches the bark, just as high up as 
he can reach. The idea seemed to be that if 
any other bear should journey along that way, 
should find that he could n't reach as high, he 
would immediately quit the territory. But it 
does n't work out in practice. Nine times out 
of ten there wiD be a dozen Woofs in the same 
neighborhood, no two of equal size, yet they 
hunt their berries and rob their bee trees in 
perfect peace. Perhaps the impulse stiD re- 
mains, a dim, remembered instinct, long after 
it has outlived its usefulness, — just as man, 
ten thousand years after his arboreal existence, 
will often throw his arms into the air as if to 
seize a tree branch when he is badly fright- 
ened. 

It was a roundabout trail home, but yet it 
had its advantages. It took him within two 
miles of Snowbird's lookout station, and at this 
hour of day he had been particularly fortimate 
in finding her at a certain spring on the moun- 
tain side. It was a rather singular coinci- 
dence. Along about foiu* he would usually 
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find himself wandering up that way. Strangely 
enough, at the same time, it was true that she 
had an irresistible impulse to go down and sit 
in the green ferns beside the same spring. 
They always seemed to be surprised to see one 
another. In reaUty, either of them would have 
been considerably more siu-prised had the other 
failed to put in an appearance. And always 
they had long talks, as the afternoon drew to 
twilight. 

" But 1 don't think you ought to wait so late 
before starting home," the girl would always 
say. " You 're not a himian hawk, and it is 
easier to get lost than you think." 

And this soUcitude, Dan rightly figured, 
was a good sign. There was only one objec- 
tion to it. It resulted in an unmistakable infer- 
ence that she considered him unable to take care 
of himself , r— and that was the last thing on 
earth that he wanted her to think. He under- 
stood her weD enough to know that her stand- 
ards were the standards of the mountains, 
valuing strength and self-reliance above aU 
things. He did n't stop to question why, every 
day, he trod so many weary miles to be with her. 

She was as natural as a fawn; and many 
times she had quite taken away his breath. 
And once she did it Uterally. He did n't think 
that so long as death spared him he would ever 
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be able to forget that experience. It was her 
birthday, and knowing of it in time he had ar- 
ranged for the delivery of a certain package, 
dear to a girlish heart, at her father's house. 
In the trysting hour he had come trudging over 
the hills with it, and few experiences in his life 
had ever yielded such immitigated pleasure as 
the sight of her, glowing white and red, as she 
took oflF its wrapping paper. It was a jolly old 
gift, he recollected. — And when she had seen it, 
she fairly leaped at him. Her warm, round 
arms around his neck, and the softest, loveliest 
lips in the world pressed his. But in those days 
he didn't have the strength that he had now. 
He felt he could endure the same experience 
again with no embarrassment whatever. His 
first impression then, besides abounding, in- 
credible astonishment, was that she had quite 
knocked out his breath. But let it be said for 
him that he recovered with notable promptness. 
His own arms had gone up and closed around, 
— and the girl had wriggled free. 

" But you must n't do that 1 " she told him. 

" But, good Lord, girl! You did it to mel 
Is there no justice in women? " 

" But I did it to thank you for this lovely 
gift. For remembering me — for being so 
good — and considerate. You haven't any 
cause to thank me." 
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He had many very serious difficulties in 
thinking it out. And only one conclusion was 
obtainable, — that Snowbird kissed as natu- 
rally as she did anything else, and the kiss meant 
exactly what she said it did and no more. But 
the fact remained that he would have walked 
a good many miles farther if he thought there 
was any possibihty of a repeat. 

But all at once his fantasies were suddenly 
and rudely dispelled by the intrusion of reah- 
ties. Even a man in the depths of concentra- 
tion cannot be inattentive to the wild sounds 
of the mountains. They have a commanding, 
a penetrating quahty all their own. A mathe- 
matician cannot walk over a mountain trail 
pondering on the fourth dimension when some 
living creature is consistently cracking brush 
in the thickets beside him. Himian nature is 
directly opposed to such a thing, and it is too 
much to expect of any man. He has too many 
race memories of saber-tooth tigers, springing 
from their lairs, and Ukely he has heard too 
many bear stories in his youth. 

Dan had been walking silently himself in 
the pine needles. As Lennox had wondered 
at long ago, he knew how by instinct; and in- 
stinctively he practiced this attainment as soon 
as he got out into the wild. The creature was 
fully one hundred yards distant, yet Dan could 
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hear him with entire plainness. And for a 
while he could n't even guess what manner of 
thing it might be. 

A cougar that made so much noise would be 
immediately expelled from the union. A wolf 
pack, running by sight, might crack brush as 
freely ; but a wolf pack would also bay to wake 
the dead. Of course it might be an elk or a 
steer, and still more likely, a bear. He stood 
still and listened. The sound grew nearer. 

Soon it became evident that the creatiu^e was 
either walking with two legs, or else was a 
foiu"-footed animal putting two feet down at 
the same instant. Dan had learned to wait. 
He stood perfectly still. And gradually he 
came to the conclusion that he was listening to 
the footfall of another man. 

But it was rather hard to imagine what a 
man might be doing on this lonely hiU. Of 
course it might be a deer hunter ; but few were 
the valley sportsmen who had penetrated to this 
far land. The footf aU was much too heavy 
for Snowbird. The steps were evidently on 
another trail that intersected his own trail one 
hundred yards farther up the hill. He had 
only to stand still, and in an instant the man 
would come in sight. 

He took one step into the thickets, prepared 
to conceal himself if it became necessary. 
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Then he waited. Soon the man stepped out 
on the trail. 

Even at the distance of one hundred yards, 
Dan had no difficulty whatever in recognizing 
him. He could not mistake this tall, dark 
form, the soiled, slouchy clothes, the rough hair, 
the intent, dark features. It was a man about 
his own age, his own height, but weighing fully 
twenty pounds more, and the dark, narrow eyes 
could belong to no one but Bert Cranston. He 
carried his rifle loosely in his arms. 

He stopped at the forks in the trail and 
looked carefully in aU directions. Dan had 
every reason to think that Cranston would see 
him at first glance. Only one clump of 
thicket sheltered him. But because Dan had 
learned the lesson of standing stiD, because his 
olive-drab sporting clothes blended softly with 
the colored leaves, Cranston did not detect him. 
He turned and strode on down the trail. 

He did n't move quite hke a man with inno- 
cent purposes. There was something stealthy, 
something sinister in his stride, and the way he 
kept such a sharp lookout in all directions. 
Yet he never glanced to the trail for deer 
tracks, as he would have done had he been 
hunting. Without even waiting to meditate 
on the matter, Dan started to shadow him. 

Before one hundred yards had been trav- 
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ersed, he could better understand the joy the 
cougar takes in his hunting. It was the same 
process, — a cautious, silent advance in the 
trail of prey. He had to walk with the same 
caution, he had to take advantage of the thick- 
ets. He began to feel a curious excitement. 

Cranston seemed to be moving more care- 
fully now, examining the brush along the trail. 
Now and then he glanced up at the tree tops. 
And all at once he stopped and knelt in the dry 
shrubbery. 

At first all that Dan could see was the glitter 
of a knife blade. Cranston seemed to be whit- 
tling a piece of dead pine into fine shavings. 
Now he was gathering pine needles and small 
twigs, making a little pile of them. And then, 
just as Cranston drew his match, Dan saw his 
purpose. 

Cranston was at his old trade, — setting a 
forest fire. 



VI 

Foe two very good reasons, Dan did n't call 
to Cranston at once. The two reasons were 
that Cranston had a rifle and that Dan was un- 
armed. It might be extremely likely that 
Cranston would choose the most plausible and 
eflfective means of preventing an interruption 
of his crime, and by the same token, prevent 
word of the crime ever reaching the authorities. 
The rifle contained five cartridges, and only 
one was needed. 

But the idea of backing out, unseen, never 
even occurred to Dan. The fire would have a 
tremendous headway before he could summon 
help. Although it was near the lookout sta- 
tion, every condition pointed to a disastrous 
fire. The brush was dry as tinder, not so 
heavy as to choke the wind, but yet tall enough 
to carry the flame into the tree tops. The stiff 
breeze up the ridge would certainly carry the 
flame for miles through the parched Divide be- 
fore help could come. In the meantime stock 
and lives and homes would be endangered, be- 
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sides the irreparable loss of timber. There 
were many things that Dan might do, but giv- 
ing up was not one of them. 

After all, he did the wisest thing of aU. He 
simply came out in plain sight and unconcern- 
edly walked down the trail toward Cranston. 
At the same instant, the latter struck his 
match. 

As Dan was no longer stalking, Cranston 
immediately heard his step. He whirled, rec- 
ognized Dan, and for one long instant in which 
the world seemed to have time in plenty to 
make a complete revolution, he stood perfectly 
motionless. The match flared in his dark fin- 
gers, his eyes-fuU of singular conjecturing 
— rested on Dan's face. No instant of the 
latter's life had ever been fraught with greater 
peril. He understood perfectly what was go- 
ing on in Cranston's mind. The fire-fiend was 
calmly deciding whether to shoot or whether to 
bluff it out. One required no more moral cour- 
age than the other. It really did n't make a 
great deal of difference to Cranston. 

He had been bom in the hills, and his spirit 
was the spirit of the wolf, — to kiD when nec- 
essary, without mercy or remorse. Besides, 
Dan represented, in his mind, all that Cranston 
hated, — the law, gentleness, the great civilized 
world that spread below. But in spite of it, he 
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decided that the killing was not worth the car- 
tridge. The other course was too easy. He 
did not even dream that Dan had been shadow- 
ing him and had seen his intention. He would 
have laughed at the idea that a " tenderfoot " 
could thus walk behind him, unheard. With- 
out concern, he scattered with his foot the httle 
heap of kindling, and slipping his pipe into his 
mouth, he touched the flaring match to it. It 
was a wholly admirable little piece of acting, 
and would have deceived any one who had not 
seen his previous preparations. The fact that 
the pipe was empty mattered not one way or 
another. Then he walked on down the trail 
toward Dan. 

Dan stopped and lighted his own pipe. It 
was a curious little truce. And then he leaned 
back against the great, gray trimk of a fallen 
tree. 

" Well, Cranston," he said civilly. The men 
had met on previous occasions, and always 
there had been the same invisible war between 
them. 

" How do you do. Failing," Cranston re- 
plied. No perceptions could be so blunt as to 
miss the premeditated insult in the tone. He 
did n't speak in his own tongue at all, the short, 
guttural " Howdy" that is the greeting of the 
mountain men. He pronounced all the words 
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with an exaggerated precision, an unmistakable 
mockery of Dan's own tone. In his accent he 
threw a tone of sickly sweetness, and his infer- 
ence was all too plain. He was simply calling 
Failing a milksop and a white-liver; just as 
plainly as if he had used the words. 

The eyes of the two men met. Cranston's 
lips were slightly curled in an unmistakable 
leer. Dan's were very straight. And in one 
thing at least, their eyes looked just the same. 
The pupils of both pairs had contracted to steel 
points, bright in the dark gray of the irises. 
Cranston's looked somewhat red; and Dan's 
were only hard and bright. 

Dan felt himself straighten; and the color 
mounted somewhat higher in his brown cheeks. 
But he did not try to avenge the insult — yet. 
Cranston was still fifteen feet distant, and that 
was too far. A man may swing a rifle within 
fifteen feet. The fact that they were in no 
way physical equals did not even occur to him. 
When the insult is great enough, such consid- 
erations cannot possibly matter. Cranston 
was hard as steel, one hundred and seventy 
pounds in weight. Dan did not touch one 
hundred and fifty, and a deadly disease had not 
yet entirely relinquished its hold upon him. 

" I do very well, Cranston," Dan answered 
in the same tone. "Wouldn't you like an- 
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other match? I believe your pipe has gone 
out." 

Very little can be said for the wisdom of this 
remark. It was simply himian, — that age- 
old creed to answer blow for blow and insult 
for insult. Of coiu-se the inference was obvious, 
— that Dan was accusing him, by innuendo, 
of his late attempt at arson. Cranston glanced 
up quickly, and it might be true that his fingers 
itched and tingled about the barrel of his rifle. 
He knew what Dan meant. He understood 
perfectly that Dan had guessed his piu*pose on 
the mountain side. And the curl at his lips 
became more pronounced. 

" What a smart little boy," he scorned. 
" Going to be a Sherlock Holmes when he grows 
up." Then he half turned and the light in his 
eyes blazed up. He was not leering now. 
The mountain men are too intense to play at 
insult very long. Their inherent savagery 
comes to the siu"f ace, and they want the warmth 
of blood upon their fingers. The voice became 
guttural. "Maybe you're a spy?" he asked. 
" Maybe you 're one of those city rats — to 
come up and watch us, and then nm and tell the 
forest service. There 's two things. Failing, 
that I want you to know." 

Dan pu£Fed at his pipe, and his eyes looked 
curiously bright through the film of smoke. 
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" I 'm not interested in hearing them," he said. 

" It might pay you/* Cranston went on. 
" One of *em is that one man's word is good as 
another's in a comi; — and it would n't do you 
any good to nm down and tell tales. A man 
can light his pipe on the mountain side with- 
out the courts being interested. The second 
thing is— just that I don't think you'd find 
it a healthy thing to do." 

" I suppose, then, that is a threat? " 

" It ain't just a threat." . Cranston laughed 
harshly, — a single, grim syllable that was the 
most terrible sound he had yet uttered. " It 's 
a fact. Just try it. Failing. Just make one 
little step in that direction. You could n't hide 
behind a girFs skirts then. Why, you city 
sissy, I 'd break you to pieces in my hands I " 

Few men can make a threat without a mus- 
cular accompaniment. Its very utterance re- 
leases pent-up emotions, part of which can only 
pour forth in muscular expression. And an- 
ger is a primitive thing, going down to the most 
mysterious depths of a man's nature. As 
Cranston spoke, his lip curled, his dark fingers 
clenched on his thick palm, and he half leaned 
forward. 

Dan knocked out his pipe on the log. It 
was the only sound in that whole moimtain 
realm ; all the lesser sounds were stilled. The 
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two men stood face to face, Dan tranquil, Crans- 
ton shaken by passion. 

I give you," said Dan with entire coldness, 

an opportunity to take that back. Just 
about four seconds.'* 

He stood very straight as he spoke, and his 
eyes did not waver in the least. It would not 
be the truth to say that his heart was not leap- 
ing like a wild thing in his breast. A dark mist 
was spreading like madness over his brain ; but 
yet he was striving to keep his thoughts clear. 
It was hard to do, under insult. But he knew 
that only by craft, by cool thinking and plan- 
ning, could he even hope to stand against the 
brawny Cranston. He kept a remorseless con- 
trol over his voice and face. Stealthily, with- 
out seeming to do so, he was setting his muscles 
for a spring. 

The only answer to his words was a laugh, — 
a roaring laugh of scorn from Cranston's dark 
lips. In his laughter, his intent, catlike vigi- 
l^ce relaxed. Dan saw a chance; feeble 
though it was, it was the only chance he had. 
And his long body leaped like a serpent 
through the air. 

Physical superior though he was, Cranston 
would have repelled the attack with his rifle if 
he had had a chance. His blood was already 
at the murder heat — a point always quickly 
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reached in Cranston — and the dark» hot fumes 
in his brain were simply nothing more nor less 
than the most poisonous, bitter hatred. No 
other word exists. If his class of degenerate 
mountain men had no other accomplishment, 
they could hate. All their hves they practiced 
the emotion : hatred of their neighbors, hatred of 
law, hatred of civilization in all its forms. Be- 
sides, this kind of hillman habitually fought 
his duels with rifles. Hands were not deadly 
enough. 

But Dan was past his guard before he had 
time to raise his gun. The whole attack was 
one of the most astounding surprises of Crans- 
ton's hfe. Dan's body struck his, his fists 
flailed, and to protect himself, Cranston was 
obhged to drop the rifle. They staggered, as 
if in some weird dance, on the trail; and their 
arms clasped in a clinch. 

For a long instant they stood straining, 
seemingly motionless. Cranston's powerful 
body had stood up well under the shock of 
Dan's leap. It was a hand-to-hand battle now. 
The rifle had slid on down the hillside, to be 
caught in a clump of brush twenty feet below. 
Dan called on every ounce of his strength, be- 
cause he knew what mercy he might expect if 
Cranston mastered him. The battles of the 
mountains were battles to the death. 
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They flung back and forth, wrenching shoul- 
ders, lashing fists, teeth and feet and fingers. 
There were no Marquis of Queensbury rules in 
this battle. Again and again Dan sent home 
his blows ; but they all seemed ineffective. By 
now, Cranston had completely overcome the 
moment's advantage the other had obtained by 
the power of his leap. He hurled Dan from 
the chnch and lashed at him with hard fists. 

It is a very common thing to hear of a silent 
fight. But it is really a more rare occurrence 
than most people beUeve. It is true that ser- 
pents will often fight in the strangest, most 
eerie silence; but human beings are not ser- 
pents. They partake more of the quaUties of 
the meat-eaters, — the wolves and the felines. 
After the first instant, the noise of the fight 
aroused the whole hillside. The sound of 
blows was in itself notable, and besides, both of 
the men were howling the primordial battle 
cries of hatred and vengeance. 

For two long minutes Dan fought with the 
strength of desperation, summoning at last all 
that mysterious reserve force with which all 
men are bom. But he was playing a losing 
game. The malady with which he had suffered 
had taken too much of his vigor. Even as he 
struggled, it seemed to him that the vista about 
him, the dark pines, the colored leaves of the 
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perennial shrubbery, the yellow path were all 
obscured in a strange, white mist. A great 
wmd roared in his ears, — and his heart was 
evidently about to shiver to pieces. 

But still he fought on, not daring to yield. 
He could no longer parry Cranston's blows. 
The latter's arms went around him in one of 
those deadly holds that wrestlers know; and 
Dan struggled in vain to free himself. Crans- 
ton's face itself seemed hideous and unreal in 
the mist that was creeping over him. He did 
not recognize the curious thumping sound as 
Cranston's fists on his flesh. And now Crans- 
ton had hurled him off his feet. 

Nothing mattered further. He had fought 
the best he could. This cruel beast could 
pounce on him at will and hammer away his 
hfe. But still he struggled. Except for the 
constant play of his muscles, his almost uncon- 
scious effort to free himself that kept one of 
Cranston's arms busy holding him down, that 
fight on the mountain path might have come to 
a sudden end. Himian bodies can stand a ter- 
rific pimishment; but Dan's was weakened 
from the ravages of his disease. Besides, 
Cranston would soon have both hands and both 
feet free for the work, and when these four 
terrible weapons are used at once, the issue — 
soon or late — can never be in doubt. 
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But even now, consciousness still lingered. 
Dan could hear his enemy's curses, — and far 
up the trail, he heard another, stranger sound. 
It was that second of acute sensibilities that 
usually immediately precedes unconsciousness, 
and he heard it very plainly. It sounded hke 
some one running. 

And then he dimly knew that Cranston was 
climbing from his body. Voices were speak- 
ing, — quick, commanding voices just over 
him. Above Cranston's savage curses another 
voice rang clear, and to Dan's ears, glorious 
beyond all human utterance. 

He opened his tortured eyes. The mists 
lifted from in front of them, and the whole 
drama was revealed. It had not been sudden 
mercy that had driven Cranston from his body, 
just when his victim's falling unconsciousness 
would have put him completely in his power. 
Rather it was something black and ominous 
that even now was pointed squarely at Crans- 
ton's breast. 

None too soon, a ranger of the hill had heard 
the sounds of the struggle, and had left the 
trysting place at the spring to come to Dan's 
aid. It was Snowbird, very pale but wholly 
self-sufficient and determined and intent. Her 
pistol was quite cocked and ready. 






VII 

Dan Failing was really not badly hurt. 
The quick, lashmg blows had not done more 
than severely bruise the flesh of his face; and 
the mists of unconsciousness that had been fall- 
ing over him were more nearly the result of his 
own tremendous physical exertion. Now these 
mists were rising. 

Go — go away," the girl was commanding. 

I think you Ve killed him." 

Dan opened his eyes to find her kneeling close 
beside him, but still covering Cranston with her 
pistol. Her hand was resting on his bruised 
cheek. He could n't have beUeved that a hu- 
man face could be as white, while hfe still re- 
mained, as hers was then. All the lovely tints 
that had been such a dehght to him, the play of 
soft reds and browns, had faded as an after- 
glow fades on the snow. 

Dan's glance moved with hers to Cranston. 
He was standing easily at a distance of a dozen 
feet; and except for the faintest tremble all 
over his body, a muscular reaction from the 
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violence of his passion, he had entirely regained 
his self -composure. This was quite character- 
istic of the mountain men. They share with 
the beasts a passion of hving that is wholly un- 
known on the plains ; but yet they have a certain 
quaUty of imperturbability laiown nowhere 
else. Nor is it limited to the native-bom 
mountaineers. No man who intimately knows 
a member of that curious, keen-eyed little army 
of naturaUsts and big-game hunters who go to 
the north woods every f aU, as regularly and 
seemingly as inexorably as the waterfowl go in 
spring, can doubt this fact. They seem to 
have acquired from the silence and the snows 
an impregnation of that eternal calm and im- 
perturbabiUty that is the wilderness itself. 
Cranston was n't in the least afraid. Fear is 
usually a matter of uncertainty, and he knew 
exactly where he stood. 

It is extremely doubtful if a plainsman 
would have possessed this knowledge. But a 
plainsman has not the knowledge of Uf e itself 
that the mountaineer has, simply because he 
does not see it in the raw. And he has not half 
the intimate knowledge of death, an absolute 
requisite of self-composiu'c. The mountain- 
eer knows hfe in its simple phases with Uttle 
tradition or convention to blur the vision. Death 
is a very intimate acquaintance that may be met 
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in any snowdrift, on any rocky trail; and these 
conditions are very deadly to any delusions that 
he has in regard to himself. He acquires an 
abihty to see just where he stands, and of 
course that means self-possession. This qual- 
ity had something to do with the remarkable 
record that the mountain men, such as that 
magnificent warrior from Tennessee, made in 
the late war. 

Cranston knew exactly what Snowbird 
would do. Although of a higher order, she 
was a mountain creatiu'c, even as himself. She 
meant exactly what she said. If he hadn't 
climbed from Dan's prone body, she would 
have shot quickly and very straight. If he 
tried to attack either of them now, her finger 
would press back before he could blink an eye, 
and she wouldn't weep any hysterical tears 
over his dead body. If he kept his distance, 
she would n't shoot at aU. He meant to keep 
his distance. But he did know that he could 
insult her without danger to himself. And by 
now his hps had acquired their old curl of 
scorn. 

" I '11 go. Snowbird," he said. " I '11 leave 
you with yoiu* sissy. But I guess you saw 
what I did to him — in two minutes." 

" I saw. But you must remember he 's sick 
Now go." 
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" If he 's sick, let him stay in bed — and have 
a wet nurse. Maybe you can be that." 

The hds drooped halfway over her gray 
eyes, and the slim finger curled more tightly 
about the trigger. " Oh, I wish I could shoot 
you, Bert I" she said. She didn't whisper it, 
or hiss it, or hurl it, or do any of the things 
most people are supposed to do in moments of 
violent emotion. She simply said it, and her 
meaning was all the clearer. 

" But you can't. And I 'U pound that milk- 
sop of yours to a jelly every time I see him. 
I 'd think. Snowbird, that you 'd want a man/' 

He started up the trail; and then she did a 
strange thing. " He 's more of a man than 
you are, right now, Bert," she told him. 
" He '11 prove it some day." Then her arm 
went about Dan's neck and lifted his head upon 
her breast; and in Cranston's plain sight, she 
bent and kissed him, softly, on the hps. 

Cranston's answer was an oath. It dripped 
from his lips, more poisonous, more mahcious 
than the venom of a snake. His late calm, 
treasured so much, dropped from him in an 
instant. His features seemed to tighten, the 
dark lips drew away from his teeth. No words 
could have made him such an effective answer 
as this httle action of hers. And as he turned 
up the trail, he called down to her a name, — 
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that most dreadful epithet that foul tongues 
have always used to women held in greatest 
scorn. 

Dan struggled in her arms. The kiss on his 
lips, the instant before, had not called him out 
of his half-consciousness. It had scarcely 
seemed real, rather just an incident in a bliss- 
ful dream. But the word called down the 
trail shot out clear and vivid from the silence, 
just as a physician's face will often leap from 
the darkness after the anesthesia. The whole 
scene in an instant became incredibly vivid, — 
the dark figure on the trail, the girl's white face 
above him, narrow-eyed and drawn-lipped, and 
the dark pines, silent and sad, overhead. 
Something infinitely warm and tender was 
holding him, pressing him back against a holy 
place that throbbed and gave him life and 
strength ; but he knew that this word had to be 
answered. And only actions, not other words, 
could be its payment. All the voices of his 
body called to him to lie still, but the voices of 
the spirit, those higher, nobler promptings 
from which no man, to the glory of the breed 
from which he sprung, can ever quite escape, 
were stronger yet. He tugged upward, strain- 
ing. But he did n't even have the strength to 
break the hold that the soft arm had about his 
neck. 
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" Oh, if I could only pull the trigger ! " she 
was crying. " If I could only kill him — '* 

** Let me/' he pleaded. " Give me the pis- 
tol. I'Ukillhim — " 

And he would. There was no flinching in 
the gray eyes that looked up to her. She 
leaned forward, as if to put the weapon in his 
hands, but at once drew it back. And then a 
single sob caught at her throat. An instant 
later, they heard Cranston's laughter as he 
vanished around the turn of the trail. 

For long minutes the two of them were still. 
The girl still held the man's head upon her 
breast. The pistol had fallen in the pine 
needles, and her nervous hand plucked 
strangely at the leaves of a mountain flower. 
To Dan's eyes, there was something trancehke, 
a hint of paralysis and insensibihty about her 
postiu*e. He had never seen her eyes hke this. 
The hght that he had always beheld in them 
had vanished. Their utter darkness startled 
him. 

He sat up straight, and her arm that had 
been about his neck feU at her side. He took 
her hand firmly in his, and their eyes met. 

"We must go home. Snowbird," he told her 
simply. " I 'm not so badly hurt but that I 
can make it." 

She nodded; but otherwise scarcely seemed 
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to hear. Her eyes still flowed with darkn< 
And then, before his own eyes, their dark ] 
pils began to contract. The hand he held fil 
and throbbed with life, and the fingers cloi 
around his. She leaned toward him. 

" Listen, Dan," she said quickly. " Y 
heard — didn't you — the last thing that 
said? '' 

" I could n't help but hear. Snowbird." 

Her other hand sought for his. " Ther 
you heard — payment must be made. You 
what I mean, Dan. Maybe you can't g 
knowing the girls that Uve on the plains. H 
were the cause of his saying it, and you m 
answer — " 

It seemed to Dan that some stem code 
the hills, unwritten except in the hearts of tl 
children, inexorable as night, was speak 
through her Ups. This was no personal thi 
In some dim, half -understood way, it went hi 
to the basic code of hfe. 

" People must fight their own fights, 
here," she told him. " The laws of the con 
that the plains' people can appeal to are all 
far away. There 's no one that can do it, 
cept you. Not my father. My father ca 
fight your battles here, if your honor is goin^ 
stand. It 's up to you, Dan. You can't p 
tend that you did n't hear him. Such as ^ 
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are, weak and sick to be beaten to a pulp in two 
minutes, you alone will have to make him an- 
swer for it. I came to your aid — and now you 
must come to mine." 

Her fingers no longer clasped his. Strength 
had come back to him, and his fingers closed 
down imtil the blood went out of hers, but she 
was whoUy imconscious of the pain. In real- 
ity, she was conscious of nothing except the 
growing flame in his face. It held her eyes, in 
passionate fascination. His pupils were con- 
tracting to little bright dots in the gray irises. 
The jaw was setting, as she had never seen it 
before. 

" Do you think. Snowbird, that you 'd even 
have to ask me? " he demanded. " Don't you 
think I understand? And it won't be in your 
defense — only my own duty." 

" But he is so strong — and you are so 
weak — " 

" I won't be so weak forever. I never really 
cared much about living before. I '11 try now, 
and you '11 see — oh. Snowbird, wait and trust 
me : I imderstand everything. It 's my own 
fight — when you kissed me, and he cried down 
that word in anger and jealousy, it put the 
whole thing on me. No one else can make him 
answer; no one else has the right. It's my 
honor, no one else's, that stands or falls." 
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He lifted her hand to his Ups and kissed it 
again and again. 

And for the first time he saw the tears gath- 
ering in her dark eyes. " But you fought 
here, didn't you, Dan? " she asked with pain- 
ful slowness. " You did n't put up your arms 
— or try to nm away? I did n't come till he 
had you done, so I didn't see." She looked 
at him as if her whole joy of hfe hung on his 
answer. 

" Fought I I would have fought till I died I 
But that isn't enough, Snowbird. It isn't 
enough just to fight, in a case like this. A 
man's got to win I I would have died if you 
hadn't come. And that's another debt tiiat 
I have to pay — only that debt I owe to you/^ 

She nodded slowly. The lives of the moun- 
tain men are not saved by their women without 
incurring obhgation. She attempted no bar- 
ren denials. She made no effort to pretend he 
had not incurred a tremendous debt when she 
had come with her pistol. It was an unavoid- 
able fact. A hfe for a hfe is the code of the 
moimtains. 

" Two things I must do, before I can ever 
dare to die," he told her soberly. "One of 
them is to pay you ; the other is to pay Cranston 
for the thing he said. Maybe the chance will 
never come for the first of the two; only I '11 
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pray that it will. Maybe it would be kinder 
to you to pray that it wouldn't; yet I pray 
that it will I Maybe I can pay that debt only 
by being always ready, always watching for a 
chance to save you from any danger, always 
trying to protect you. You did n't come in 
time to see the fight I made. Besides — I lost, 
and little else matters. And that debt to you 
can't be paid until sometime I fight again — 
for you — and win." He gasped from his 
weakness, but went on bravely. " I '11 never 
be able to feel at peace. Snowbird, until I 'm 
tested in the fire before your eyes I I want to 
show you the things Cranston said of me are 
not true — that my courage can stand the test. 
" It would n't be the same, perhaps, with an 
Eastern girl. Other things matter in the val- 
leys. But I see how it is here; that there is 
only one standard for men and by that standard 
they rise or fall. Things in the mountains are 
down to the essentials." 

He paused and struggled for strength to con- 
tinue. " And I know what you said to him," 
he went on. " Half -unconscious as I was, I 
remember every word. Each word just seems 
to bum into me. Snowbird, and I '11 make every 
one of them good. You said I am a better man 
than he, and sometime it would be proved — 
and it's the truth I Maybe in a month, maybe 
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inayear. I 'm not going to die from this mal- 
ady of mine now, Snowbird. I Ve got too 
much to hve for — too many debts to pay. In 
the end, I '11 prove yoiu* words to him." 

His eyes grew earnest, and the hard fire went 
out of them. " It 's almost as if you were a 
queen, a real queen of some great kingdom," 
he told her, tremulous with a great awe that was 
stealing over him, as a mist steals over water. 
" And because I had kissed yoiu* fingers, for 
ever and ever I was your subject, hving only to 
fight yoiu" fights — maybe with a dream in 
the end to kiss yoiu* fingers again. When you 
bent and kissed me on that hillside — for him 
to see — it was the same : that I was sworn to 
you, and nothing mattered in my hfe except 
the service and love I could give to you. And 
it 's more than you ever dream. Snowbird. 
It 's all yours, for yoiu* battles and your hap- 
piness." 

The great pines were silent above them, 
shadowed and dark. Perhaps they were lis- 
tening to an age-old story, those vows of serv- 
ice and self -gained worth by which the race 
has struggled upward from the darkness. 

" But I kissed you — once before," she re- 
minded him. The voice was just a whisper, 
hardly louder than the stir of the leaves in the 
wind. 



The Debt 165 

" But that kiss did n't count," he told her. 
" It was n't at all the same. I loved you then, 
I think, but it did n't mean what it did to-day." 

" And what — " she leaned toward him, her 
eyes fuU on his, « does it mean now? " 

" All that 's worth while in Ufe, all that mat- 
ters when everything is said that can be said, 
and all is done that can be done. And it 
means, please God, when the debts are paid, 
that I may have such a kiss again." 

" Not until then," she told him, whispering. 

" Until then, I make oath that I won't even 
ask it, or receive it if you should give it. It 
goes too deep, dearest — and it means too 
much." 

This was their pact. Not until the debts 
were paid and her word made good would those 
lips be his again. There was no need for fiu*- 
ther words. Both of them knew. The soldier 
of the queen must be tried with fire, before he 
may return to kiss her fingers. The hght 
biu'ns clear in this. No instances of degener- 
acy, no exceptions brought to pass by thwarted 
nature, can affect the truth of this. 

In the skies, the gray clouds were gathering 
swiftly, as always in the mountains. The rain- 
drops were falling one and one, over the forest. 
The summer was done, and fall had come in 
earnest. 



VIII 

The rains fell unceasingly for seven days: 
not a downpour but a constant drizzle that 
made the distant ridges smoke. The parched 
earth seemed to smack its lips, and little rivu- 
lets began to fall and tumble over the beds of 
the dry streams. The Rogue and the Ump- 
quaw flooded and the great steelhead began to 
ascend their smaller tributaries. Whisperfoot 
hunted with ease, for the wet shrubbery did not 
crack and give him away. The air was filled 
with the call of the birds of passage. 

All danger of forest fire was at once re- 
moved, and Snowbird was no longer needed as 
a lookout on old Bald Mountain. She went to 
her own home, her companion back to the val- 
ley ; and now that his sister had taken his place 
as housekeeper. Bill had gone down to the lower 
foothills with a great part of the live stock. 
Dan spent these rainy days in toil on the hill- 
sides, building himself physically so that he 
might pay his debts. 
' It was no great pleasure, these rainy days. 
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He would have greatly liked to have Imgered 
in the square mountain house, listening to the 
quiet murmiu' of the rain on the roof and watch- 
ing Snowbird at her household tasks. She 
could, as her father had said, make a biscuit. 
She could also roll up sleeves over trim, brown 
arms and with entire good humor do a week's 
laundry for three hardworking men. He would 
have liked to sit with her, through the long after- 
noons, as she knitted beside the fireplace — to 
watch the play of her graceful fingers and per- 
haps, now and then, to touch her hands when he 
held the skeins. But none of these things tran- 
spired. He drove himself from daylight till 
dark, developing his body for the tests that 
were siu-e to come. 

The first few days nearly killed him. He 
over-exercised in the chill rain, and one anxious 
night he developed all the symptoms of pneu- 
monia. Such a sickness would have been the 
one thing needed to make the doctor's prophecy 
come true. But with Snowbird's aid, and nu- 
merous hot drinks, he fought it off. 

She had made him go to bed, and no human 
memory could be so dull as to forget the httle, 
whispered message that she gave him with his 
last spoonful of medicine. She said she 'd pray 
for him, and she meant it too, — hteral, en- 
treating prayer that could not go unheard. 
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She was a mountain girl, and her beliefs were 
those of her ancestors, — simple and true and 
wholly without affectation. But he had n't re- 
laxed thereafter. He knew the time had come 
to make the test. Night after night he would 
go to bed half-sick from fatigue, but the morn- 
ings would find him fresh. And after two 
weeks, he knew he had passed the crisis and 
was on the direct road to complete recovery. 

Sometimes he cut wood in the forest: first 
the felling of some tall pine, then the trinuning 
and hewing into two-foot lengths. The blis- 
ters came on his hands, broke and bled, but fi- 
nally hardened into callosities. He learned the 
most effective stroke to hurl a shower of chips 
from beneath the blade. His back and limbs 
hardened from the handling of heavy wood — 
and the cough was practically gone. 

Sometimes he mended fences and did other 
manual labor about the ranch; but not all his 
exercise was taken out in work. He didn't 
forget his friends in the forest, creatures of 
talon and paw and wing. He spent long days 
roaming the ridges and fighting through the 
buckbrush, and the forest yielded up its secrets, 
one by one. But he knew that no mortal span 
of years was long enough to absorb them all. 
Sometimes he shot ducks over the marshes ; and 
there was no greater sport for him in the wilds 



The Debt 169 

than the first sight of a fine, black-pencil line 
upon the distant sky, the leap through the air 
that it made until, in an instant's fiash, it 
evolved into a fiock of mallard passing with 
the wind; and then the test of eye and nerve 
as he saw them over the sights. 

His frame filled out. His face became 
swarthy from constant exposure. He gained 
in weight. A month glided by, and he began 
to see the first movement of the largest forest 
creatures down to the foothills. For not even 
the animals, with the exception of the hardy 
wolf pack, can survive if unprotected from the 
winter snow and cold of the high levels. The 
first snow sifted from the gray sky and quickly 
melted on the wet pine needles. And then the 
migration of the deer began in earnest. Be- 
fore another week was done, Whisperfoot had 
cause to marvel where they had all gone. 

One cloudy afternoon in early November 
found Silas Lennox cutting wood on the ridge 
behind his house. It was still an open question 
with him whether he and his daughter would at- 
tempt to winter on the Divide. Dan of course 
wanted to remain, yet there were certain rea- 
sons, some very definite and others extremely 
vague, why the prospect of the winter in the 
snow fields did not appeal to the mountaineer. 
In the first place, all signs pointed to a hard 
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season. Although the fall had come late, the 
snows were exceptionally early. The duck 
flight was completed two weeks before its 
usual time, and the rodents had dug their bur- 
rows unusually deep. Besides, too many 
months of snow weigh heavily upon the spirit. 
The wolf packs sing endlessly on the ridges, 
and many unpleasant things may happen. On 
previous years, some of the cabins on the ridges 
below had human occupants; this winter the 
whole region, for nearly seventy miles across 
the mountains to the foothills, would be wholly 
deserted by human beings. Even the ranger 
station, twelve miles across a steep ridge, would 
soon be empty. Of course a few ranchers had 
homes a few miles beyond the river, but the 
wild cataracts did not freeze in the coldest of 
seasons, and there were no bridges. Besides, 
most of the more prosperous farmers wintered 
in the valleys. Only a few more days would 
the road be passable for his car; and no time 
must be lost in making his decision. 

Once the snows came in reahty, there was 
nothing to do but stay. Seventy miles across 
the uncharted ridges on snowshoes is an under- 
taking for which even a mountaineer has no 
fondness. It might be the wisest thing, after 
all, to load Snowbird and Dan into his car and 
drive down to the valleys. The fall roimd-up 
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would soon be completed. Bill would return for 
a few days from the valleys with new equip- 
ment to replace the broken lighting system on 
the car, and they could avoid the bitter cold 
and snow that Lennox had known so long. Of 
course he would miss it somewhat. He had a 
strong man's love for the endless drifts, the 
crackling dawns and the hushed, winter forest 
wherein not even Woof or Whisperfoot dares 
to go abroad. He chopped at a great log and 
wondered what would suit him better, — the 
comfort and safety of the valleys or the rugged 
glory of the ridges. 

But at that instant, the question of whether 
or not he would winter on the Divide was de- 
cided for him. And an instant was all that 
was needed. For the period of one breath he for- 
got to be watchful, — and a certain dread Spirit 
that abides much in the forest saw its chance. 
Perhaps he had lived too long in the mountains 
and grown careless of them : an attitude that is 
usually pimished with death. He had just 
felled a tree, and the trunk was still attached to 
the stimip by a stripe of bark to which a httle of 
the wood adhered. He struck a furious blow 
at it with his ax. 

He had n't considered that the tree lay on a 
steep slope. As the blade fell, the great trunk 
simply seemed to leap. Lennox leaped too. 
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in a frenzied eflFort to save his Kf e ; but already 
the leafy bows, like the tendrils of some great 
amphibian, had whipped around his legs. He 
fell, struggUng; and then a curious dark- 
ness, streaked with flame, dropped down upon 
him. 

An hour later he found himself lying on the 
still hillside, knowing only a great wonderment. 
At first his only impulse was to go back to 
sleep. He didn't understand the grayness 
that had come upon the mountain world, his 
own strange feeling of numbness, of endless 
soaring through infinite spaces. But he was 
a mountain man, and that meant he was 
schooled, beyond all things, to keep his self- 
control. He made himself remember. It was 
the crudest work he had ever done, and it 
seemed to him that his brain would shiver to 
pieces from the eflFort. Yes — he had been 
cutting wood on the hillside, and the shadows 
had been long. He had been wondering 
whether or not they should go down to the val- 
leys. 

He remembered now : the last blow and the 
rolling log. He tried to turn his head to look 
up to the hill. 

He found himself wholly unable to do it. 
Something wracked him in his neck when he 
tried to move. But he did glance down. And 
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yes, he could turn in this direction. And he 
saw the great tree trunk lying twenty feet be- 
low him, wedged in between the young pines. 

He was surrounded by broken fragments of 
limbs, and it was evident that the tree had not 
struck him a full blow. The limbs had pro- 
tected him to some extent. No man is of such 
mold as to be crushed under the solid weight 
of the tnmk and live to remember it. He won- 
dered if this were the frontier of death, — the 
grayness that lingered over him. He seemed 
to be soaring. 

He brought himself back to earth and tried 
again to remember. Of course, the twilight 
had fallen. It had been late afternoon when 
he had cut the tree. His hand stole along his 
body; and then, for the first time, a hideous 
sickness came upon him. His hand was warm 
and wet when he brought it up. The other 
hand he could n't stretch at all. 

The forest was silent around him, except a 
bird calling somewhere near the house — a 
full voice, rich and clear, and it seemed to him 
that it had a quality of distress. Then he rec- 
ognized it. It was the voice of his own daugh- 
ter. Snowbird, calling for him. He tried to 
answer her. 

It was only a whisper, at first. Yet she was 
coming nearer; and her own voice sounded 
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louder. " Here, Snowbird," he called again. 
She heard him then : he could tell by the startled 
tone of her reply. The next instant she was 
at his side, her tears dropping on his face. 

With a tremendous effort of will, he recalled 
his speeding faculties. " I don't think I 'm 
badly hurt," he told her very quietly. "A 
few ribs broken — and a leg. But we'll 
have to winter here on the Divide, Snowbird 
mine." 

" What does it matter, if you live," she cried. 
She crawled along the pine needles beside him, 
and tore his shirt from his breast. He was rap- 
idly sinking into unconsciousness. The thing 
she dreaded most — that his back might be 
broken — was evidently not true. There 
were, as he said, broken ribs and evidently one 
severe fracture of the leg bone. Whether he 
had sustained internal injuries that would end 
his Uf e before the morning, she had no way of 
knowing. 

At that point, the problem of saving her 
father's hf e fell wholly into her hands. It was 
perfectly plain that he could not aid himself in 
the sUghtest way. It was evident, also, he could 
not be moved, except possibly for the distance 
to the house. She banished all impulse toward 
hysteria and at once began to consider all 
phases of the case. 
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His broken body could not be carried over 
the mountain road to physicians in the valleys. 
They must be transported to the ranch. It 
would take them a full day to make the trip^ 
even if she could get word to them at once ; and 
twenty-foiu" hours without medical attention 
would probably cost her father his life. The 
nearest telephone was at the ranger station, 
twelve miles distant over a mountain trail. 
The telephone line to Bald Moimtain, four 
miles off, had been disconnected when the rains 
had ended the peril of the forest fire. 

It all depended upon her. Bill was driving 
cattle into the valleys, and he and his men had 
in use all the horses on the ranch with one ex- 
ception. The remaining horse had been rid- 
den by Dan to some distant marshes, and as 
Dan would shoot until sunset, that meant he 
would not return until ten o'clock. There was 
no road for a car to the ranger station, only a 
rough steep trail, and she remembered, with a 
sinking heart, that one of Bill's missions in the 
valley was to procure a new lighting system. 
By no conceivable possibiKty could she drive 
down that mountain road in the darkness. But 
she was somewhat relieved by the thought that 
in all probabihty she could walk twelve miles 
across the mountains to the ranger station in 
much less time than she could drive, by auto- 



\ 



176 The Voice of the Pack 

mobile, seventy miles down to the ranches at 
the foothills about the valley. 

Besides, she remembered with a gladdening 
heart that Richards, one of the rangers, had been 
a student at a medical college and had taken 
a position with the Forest Service to regain his 
health. She would cross the ridge to the sta- 
tion, 'phone for a doctor in the valleys, and 
would return on horseback with Richards for 
such first aid as he could give. The only 
problem that remained was that of getting her 
father into the house. 

He was stirring a little now. Evidently con- 
sciousness was returning to him. And then she 
thanked Heaven for the few simple lessons in 
first aid that her father had taught her in the 
days before his carelessness had come upon him. 
He had been wise enough to know that rare 
would be her fortune if sometime she did not 
have need of such knowledge. 

One of his lessons had been that of carry- 
ing an unconscious human form, — a method 
by which even a woman may carry, for a short 
distance, a heavy man. It was approximately 
the method used in carrying wounded in No 
Man's Land: the body thrown over the shoul- 
ders, one arm through the fork of the legs to 
the wounded man's hand. Her father was not 
a particularly heavy man, and she was an ex- 
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ceptionally strong young woman. She knew 
at once that this problem was solved. 

The hardest part was Kf ting him to her shoul- 
ders. Only by calling upon her last ounce of 
strength, and tugging upward with her arms, 
was she able to do it. But it was fairly easy, 
in her desperation, to carry him down the 
hill. What rest she got she took by leaning 
against a tree, the limp body still across her 
shoulders. 

It was a distance of one hundred yards in all. 
No muscles but those trained by the outdoors, 
no limgs except those made strong by the 
mountain air, could have stood that test. She 
laid him on his own bed, on the lower floor, and 
set his broken limbs the best she could. She 
covered him up with thick, fleecy blankets, and 
set a bottle of whisky beside the bed. Then she 
wrote a note to Dan and fastened it upon one of 
the interior doors. 

She had learned, long ago, the value of fre- 
quent rests. She did not fly at once to her long 
tramp. For three minutes she lay perfectly 
hmp on the fireplace divan, resting from the 
exertion of carrying her father down the hill. 
Then she drew on her hob-nailed boots — 
needed sorely for the steep climb — and pock- 
eted her pistol. She thrust a handful of jerked 
venison into the pocket of her coat and lighted 
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the lantern. The forest night had fallen, i 
and vibrant and tremulous, over the heads 
the dark trees when she started out. 

Far away on a distant hillside, Whisperf 
the cougar howled and complained because 
could find no deer. 



IX 

Snowbird felt very glad of her intimate, 
accurate knowledge of the whole region of the 
Divide. In her infancy the winding trails had 
been her playground, and long ago she had ac- 
quired the mountaineer's sixth sense for trav- 
ersing them at night. She had need of that 
knowledge now. The moon was dim beneath 
thin clouds, and the lantern she carried did 
not promise much aid. The glass was rather 
smoked from previous burnings, and its flame 
glowed dully and threatened to go out alto- 
gether. It cast a few lame beams on the trail 
beneath her feet; but they perished quickly in 
the expanse of darkness. 

She slipped into her free, swinging stride; 
and the last beams from the windows of the 
house were soon lost in the pines behind her. 
It was one of those silent, breathless nights 
with which no mountaineer is entirely unac- 
quainted, and for a long time the only sound 
she could hear was her own soft tramp in the 
pine needles. The trees themselves were mo- 
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tionless. That peculiar sound, not greatly dif- 
ferent from that of running water which the 
wind often makes in the pine tops, was entirely 
lacking. Not that she could be deceived by it, 
— as stories tell that certain tenderf eet, dying 
of thirst in the barren hills, have been. But 
she always hked the sound ; and she missed it 
especially to-night. 

She felt that if she would stop to listen, there 
would be many faint sounds in the thickets, — 
those httle hushed noises that the wild things 
make to remind night- wanderers of their pres- 
ence. But she did not in the least care to hear 
these sounds. They do not tend toward peace 
of mind on a long walk over the ridges. 

The wilderness began at once. Whatever 
influence toward civihzation her father's 
house had brought to the wilds chopped off as 
beneath a blade in the first fringe of pines. 
This is altogether, characteristic of the Oregon 
forests. They are much too big and too old to 
be tamed in any large degree by the presence of 
one house. No one knew this fact better than 
Lennox himself who, in a hard winter of four 
years before, had looked out of his window to 
find the wolf pack ranged in a hungry circle 
about his house. Within two hundred yards 
after she had passed through her father's door, 
she was perfectly aware that the wild was stir- 
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ring and throbbing with life about her. At 
first she tried very hard to think of other things. 
But the attempt wasn't entirely a success. 
And before she had covered the first of the 
twelve miles, the sounds that from the first had 
been knocking at the door of her consciousness 
began to make an entrance. 

If a person lies still long enough, he can usu- 
ally hear his heart beating and the flow of his 
blood in his arteries. Any sound, no matter 
how faint, will make itself heard at last. It 
was this way with a very peculiar noise that 
crept up through the silence from the trail be- 
hind her. She wouldn't give it any heed at 
first. But in a very little while indeed, it 
grew so insistent that she could no longer dis- 
regard it. 

Some living creature was trotting along on 
the trail behind, keeping approximately the 
same distance between them. 

Foregoing any attempt to ignore it, she set 
her cool young mind to thinking what manner 
of beast it might be. Its step was not greatly 
different from that of a large dog, — except 
possibly a dog would have made sUghtly more 
noise. Yet she couldn't even be sure of this 
basic premise, because this animal, whatever 
it might be, had at first seemingly moved with 
utmost caution, but now took less care with its 
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step than is customary with the wild denizens 
of the woods. A wolf, for instance, can simply 
drift when it wishes, and the silence of a cougar 
is a name. Yet imless her pursuer were a dog, 
which seemed entirely imhkely, it was certainly 
one of these two. She would have hked very 
much to believe the step was that of Old Woof, 
the bear, suddenly curious ais to what this dim 
light of hers might be ; but she could n't bring 
herself to accept the lie. Woof, except when 
wounded or cornered, is the most amiable crea- 
tiu-e in the Oregon woods, and it would give her 
almost a sense of security to have him waddling 
along behind her. The wolves and cougar, re- 
membering the arms of Woof, would not be 
nearly so ciu-ious. But unfortunately, the 
black bear had never done such a thing in the 
memory of man, and if he had, he would have 
made six times as much noise. He can go 
fairly softly when he is stalking, but when he 
is obUged to trot — as he would be obliged to 
do to keep up with a swif t-walkmg human fig- 
ure — he cracks twigs like a rolling log. She 
had the hnpression that the animal behind had 
been passing hke smoke at first, but wasn't 
taking the trouble to do it now. 

The sound was a soft pat-pat on the trail, — 
sometimes entirely obUterated but always re- 
curring when she began to believe that she had 
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only fancied its presence. Sometimes a twig, 
rain-soaked though it was, cracked beneath a 
heavy foot, and again and again she heard the 
brush crushing and rustling as something 
passed through. Behind it all, a weird motif, 
remained the pat-pat of cushioned feet. Some- 
times, when the trail was covered with soft pine 
needles, it was practically indistinguishable. 
She had to strain to hear it, — and it is not 
pleasing to the spirit to have to strain to hear 
any sound. On the bare, rain-packed earth, 
even untrained plainsmen's ears could not pos- 
sibly doubt the reahty of the sound. 

The animal was approximately one hundred 
feet behind. It wasn't a wolf, she thought. 
The wolves ran in packs this season, and except 
in winter were more afraid of human beings 
than any other living creature. It wasn't a 
lynx — one of those curiosity-devoiu'ed little 
felines that will mew all day on a trail and never 
dare come near. It was much too large for a 
lynx. The feet fell too sohdly. She had al- 
ready given up the idea that it could be Woof. 
There were no dogs in the mountains to follow 
at heel ; and she had no desire whatever to meet 
Shag, the faithful hybrid that used to be her 
guardian in the hills. For Shag had gone to 
his well-deserved rest several seasons before. 
Two other possibilities remained. One was 
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that this follower was a human being, the 
other that it was a cougar. 

Ordinarily a human being is much more po- 
tentially dangerous to a woman in the hills at 
night than a cougar. A cougar is an abject 
coward and some men are not. But Snowbird 
felt herself entirely capable of handling any 
human foes. They would have no advantage 
over her; they would have no purpose in kill- 
ing from ambush; and she trusted to her own 
marksmanship implicitly. While it is an ex- 
tremely dif&cult thing to shoot at a cougar leap- 
ing from the thicket, a tall man standing on a 
trail presents an easy target. Besides, she 
had a vague sense of discomfort that if this an- 
imal were a cougar, he was n't acting true to 
form. He was altogether too bold. 

She knew perfectly that many times since 
men came to hve in the pine-clad mountains 
they have been followed by the great, tawny 
cats. Curiosity had something to do with it, 
and perhaps less pleasing reasons. But any 
dreadful instincts that such a cat may have, 
he utterly lacks coiu-age to obey. He has an 
inborn fear of men, a fear that goes down to the 
roots of the world, and he simply does n't dare 
make an attack. It was always a rather dis- 
tressing experience, but nothing ever came of 
it except a good tale around a fireside. But 
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most of these episodes. Snowbird remembered, 
occurred either in daylight or in the dry season. 
The reason was obviously that in the damp 
woods or at night a stalking cougar cannot be 
perceived by human senses. Her own senses 
could perceive this animal all too plainly, — 
and the fact suggested unpleasant possibili- 
ties. 

The animal on the trail behind her was tak- 
ing no care at all to go silently. He was 
simply pat-patting along, whoUy at his ease. 
He acted as if the fear that men have instilled 
in his breed was somehow missing. And that is 
why she instinctively tried to hurry on the trail. 

The step kept pace. For a long mile, up a 
barren ridge, she heard every step it made. 
Then, as the brush closed deeper around her, 
she could n't hear it at all. 

She hiuried on, straining to the silence. No, 
the sound was stopped. Could it be that the 
animal, fearful at last, had turned from her 
trail? And then for the first time a gasp that 
was not greatly diflferent from a despairing sob 
caught at her throat. She heard the steps 
again, and they were in the thickets just beside 
her. 

Two hours before Snowbird had left the 
house, on her long tramp to the ranger sta- 
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tion, Dan had started home. He had n't shot 
until sunset, as he had planned. The rear 
guard of the waterfowl — hardy birds who 
spent most of the winter in the Lake region 
and which had come south in the great flight 
that had been completed some weeks before — 
had passed in hundreds over his blind, and he 
had obtained the limit he had set upon himself 
— ten drake mallards — by f oiu* o'clock in the 
afternoon. If he had stayed to shoot longer, 
his birds would have been wasted. So he 
started back along a certain winding trail that 
led through the thickets and which would, if 
followed long enough, carry him to the road 
that led to the valleys. 

He rode one of Lennox's cattle ponies, the 
only piece of horse-flesh that Bill had not taken 
to the valleys when he had driven down the 
hvestock. She was a pretty bay, a spirited, 
high-bred mare that could whip about on her 
hind legs at the touch of the rein on her neck. 
She made good time along the trail. And an 
hour before sunset he passed the only human 
habitation between the marsh and Lennox's 
house, — the cabin that had been recently oc- 
cupied by Landy Hildreth. 

He glanced at the place as he passed and 
saw that it was deserted. No smell of wood 
smoke remained in the air. Evidently Landy 
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had gone down to the settlements with his 
precious testimony in regard to the arson ring. 
Yet it was curious that no word had been heard 
of him. As far as Dan knew, neither the 
courts nor the Forest Service had taken action. 

He hiu-ried on, four miles farther. The trail 
entered the heavy thickets, and he had to ride 
slowly. It was as wild a section as could be 
found on the whole Divide. Once a deer 
leaped from the trail, and once he heard Woof 
grunting in the thickets. And just as he 
came to a httle cleared space, three strange, 
dark birds flung up on wide-spreading wings. 

He knew them at once. All moun1;aineers 
come to know them before their days are done. 
They were the buzzards, the followers of the 
dead. And what they were doing in the 
thicket just beside the trail, Dan did not dare 
to think. 

Of course they might be feeding on the body 
of a deer, mortally wounded by some hunter. 
He resolved to ride by without investigating. 
He glanced up. The buzzards were hovering 
in the sky, e\ddently waiting for him to pass. 
Then, mostly to reheve a ciu-ious sense of dis- 
comfort in his own mind, he stopped his horse 
and dismounted. 

The twilight had started to fall, and already 
its first grayness had begun to soften the harder 
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hnes of forest and hill. And after his first 
glance at the ciu*ious white heap beside the 
trail, he was extremely glad that it had. But 
there was no chance to mistake the thing. The 
elements and much more terrible agents had 
each wrought their change, yet there was grisly 
evidence in plenty to show what had occurred. 
Dan did n't doubt for an instant but that it was 
the skeleton of Landy Hildreth. 

He forced himself to go nearer. The buz- 
zards were almost done, and one white bone 
from the shoulder gave unmistakable evidence 
of the passage of a bullet. What had hap- 
pened thereafter, he could only guess. 

He got back quickly on his horse. He un- 
derstood, now, why nothing had been heard of 
the evidence that Landy Hildreth was to tiun 
over to the courts as to the activities of the arson 
ring. Some one — probably Bert Cranston 
himself — had been waiting on the trail. 
Others had come thereafter. And his lips set 
in his resolve to let this murder measure in the 
debt he had to pay Cranston. 

The Lennox house seemed very silent when, 
almost an hour later, he turned his horse into 
the corral. He had rather hoped that Snow- 
bird would be at the door to meet him. The 
darkness had just fallen, and all the lamps were 
lighted. He strode into the hving room, 
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warming his hands an instant beside the fire- 
place. The fire needed fuel. It had evidently 
been neglected for nearly an hour. 

Then he called Snowbird. His voice echoed 
in the silent room, unanswered. He called 
again, then went to look for her. At the door 
of the dining room he found the note that she 
had left for him. 

It told, very simply and plainly, that her 
father lay injured in his bed, and he was to 
remain and do what he could for him. She 
had gone for help to the ranger station. 

He leaped through the rooms to Lennox's 
door, then went in on tiptoe. And the first 
thing he saw when he opened the door was the 
grizzled man's gray face on the pillow. 

" You 're home early, Dan," he said. " How 
many did you get?" 

It was entirely characteristic. Shaggy old 
Woof is too proud to howl over the wounds that 
lay him low, and this gray old bear on the bed 
had partaken of his spirit. 

" Good Lord," Dan answered. " How 
badly are you hurtl " 

" Not so bad but that I 'm sorry that Snow- 
bird has gone drifting twelve miles over the 
hills for help. It 's dark as pitch." 

And it was. Dan could scarcely make out 
the outline of the somber ridges against the sky. 



190 The Voice of the Pack 

They talked on, and their subject was 
whether Dan should remain to take care of 
Lennox, or whether he should attempt to over- 
take Snowbird with the horse. Of course the 
girl had ordered him to stay. Lennox, on the 
other hand, said that Dan could not help him 
in the least, and desired him to follow the girl. 

" I 'm not often anxious about her," he said 
slowly. " But it is a long walk through the 
wildest part of the Divide. She 's got nothing 
but a pistol and a lantern that won't shine. 
Besides — I Ve had bad dreams." 

" You don't mean — " Dan's words came 
hard — " that she 's in any danger from the 
animals — the cougars — or the wolves? " 

" Barring accidents, no. But, Dan — I 
want you to go. I 'm resting fairly easily, and 
there 's whisky on the table in case of a pinch. 
Someway — I can 't bar accidents to-night. I 
don't like to think of her on those mountains 
alone." 

And remembering what had lain beside the 
trail, Dan felt the same. He had heard, long 
ago, that any animal that has once tasted hu- 
man flesh loses its fear of men and is never to 
be trusted again. Some wild animal that still 
hunted the ridges had, in the last month, done 
just that thing. He left the room and walked 
softly to the door. 
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The night lay silent and mysterious over the 
Divide. He stood hstening. The girl had 
started only an hour before, and it was imhkely 
that she could have traversed more than two 
miles of the steep trail in that time. He could 
fancy her toiling ever upward, somewhere on 
the dark ridge that lay beyond. Although the 
horse ordinarily did not climb a hill more 
swiftly than a himaan being, he did n't doubt 
biit that he could overtake her before she went 
three miles farther. But where lay his duty, 
— with the injiu-ed man in the house or with 
the daughter on her errand of mercy in the 
darkness? 

Then the matter was decided for him. So 
faint that it only whispered at the dim, outer 
frontiers of hearing, a sound came pricking 
through the darkness. Only his months of lis- 
tening to the faint sounds of the forest, and the 
incredible silence of the night enabled him to 
hear it at all. But he knew what it was, the 
report of a pistol. Snowbird had met an en- 
emy in the darkness. 

He called once to Lennox, snatched the shot- 
gun that still stood where he had placed it in 
the corner of the room, and hastened to the 
corral. The mare whickered plaintively when 
he took her from her food. 



Even in the darkest night, there is one light 
that never brings hope or cannot lead. It is 
not a twinkling, joyous light like that mysteri- 
ous will-o'-the-wisp that now and again has 
liu-ed travelers into the marshes to their death. 
Nor can any one ever mistake it, or be soothed 
and cheered by it. It always appears the same 
way, — two green circles, close together, in the 
darkness. 

When Snowbird first heard the step in the 
thickets beside her, she halted bravely and held 
her lantern high. She understood at last. The 
very extremity of the beams found a reflection 
in two very curious circles of greenish fire: a 
fire that was old upon the world before man 
ever rubbed two sticks together to strike a 
flame. Of course the dim rays had simply 
been reflected on the eyes of some great beast 
of prey. 

She identified it at once. Only the eyes of 
the felines, with vertical pupils, have this 
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identical greenish glare. The eyes of the 
wolves glow in the darkness, but the circles are 
usually just bright points. Of course it was a 
cougar. 

She did n't cry out again. Realizing at last 
the reality of her peril, her long training in the 
mountains came to her aid. That did not mean 
she was not truly and terribly afraid. The 
sight of the eyes of a hunting animal in the 
darkness calls up memories from the germ- 
plasm, — deep-buried horrors of thousands of 
generations past, when such lights glowed all 
about the mouth of the cave. Besides, the 
beast was hunting her. She couldn't doubt 
this fact. Curiosity might make a lion follow 
her, but it would never beget such a wild light 
of madness in his eyes as this she had just seen. 
Only the frenzied pulse of wild blood through 
the fine vessels of the corneas could occasion 
such a glow as this. She simply clamped down 
all her moral strength on her rising hysteria 
and looked her situation in the face. Her hand 
flew instinctively to her side, and the pistol 
leaped in the lantern light. 

But the eyes had already blinked out before 
she could raise the weapon. She shot twice. 
The echoes roared back, imbelievably loud in 
the silence, and then abruptly died; and the 
only sound was a rustling of leaves as the cou- 
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gar crouched. She sobbed once, then hurried 
on. 

She was afraid to Usten at first. She wanted 
to believe that her pistol fire would frighten 
the animal from her trail. She knew, under 
ordinary conditions, that it would. If he still 
followed, it could mean but one thing, — that 
some unheard-of incident had occurred to de- 
stroy his fear of men. It would mean that he 
had knowingly set upon her trail and was hunt- 
ing her with all the age-old remorselessness that 
is the code of the mountains. 

For a little while all was silence. Then out 
of the hush the thickets suddenly crashed and 
shook on the opposite side of the trail. She 
fired blindly into the thicket. Then she caught 
herself with a sob. But two shells remained 
in her pistol, and they must be saved for the 
test. 

Whisperfoot the cougar, remembering the 
lessons of his youth, turned from the trail when 
he had first heard Snowbird's step. He had 
crouched and let her pass. She was walking 
into the wind; and as she was at the closest 
point a message had blown back to him. 

The hair went straight on his shoulders and 
along his spine. His blood, nmning cold an 
instant before from fear, made a great leap in 
his veins. A picture came in his dark mind: 



The Debt 195 

the chase for a deer when the moon had set, the 
stir of a living thing that broke twigs in the 
thickets, and the leap he had made. There had 
been blood, that night, — the wildness and 
the madness and the exultation of the kill. Of 
course there had been terror first, but the ter- 
ror had soon departed and left something lying 
warm and still in the thickets. It was the same 
game that walked his trail in front — game that 
died easily and yet, in a vague way he did not 
understand, the noblest game of all. It was 
living flesh, to tear with talon and fang. 

All his training, all the instincts imbued in 
him by a thousand generations of cougars who 
knew this greatest fear, were simply obliterated 
by the sudden violence of his hunting-madness. 
He had tasted this blood once, and it could 
never be forgotten. The flame leaped in his 
eyes. And then he began the stalk. 

A cougar, trying to creep silently on its 
game, does not move quickly. It simply 
steals, as a serpent steals through the grass. 
Whisper foot stalked for a period of five min- 
utes, to learn that the prey was farther away 
from him at every step. 

He trotted forward until he came close, and 
again he stalked. Again he found, after a few 
minutes of silent creeping through the thickets, 
that he had lost distance. Evidently this game 
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did not feed slowly, like the deer. It was to 
be a chase then. Again he trotted within one \[ 
hundred feet of the girl. i 

Three times more he tried to stalk before he 
finally gave it up altogether. This game was 
like the porcupine, — simply to be chased down 
and taken. As in the case of all animals that 
hunt their game by overtaking it, there was no 
longer any occasion for going silently. The 
thing to do was to come close and spring from 
the trail behind. 

Though the fear was mostly gone, the cougar 
retained enough of that caution that most wild 
animals exhibit when hunting a new game so 
that he did n't attempt to strike Snowbird down 
at once. But as the chase went on, his passion 
grew upon him. Ever he crept nearer. And 
at last he sprang full into the thickets beside 
her. 

At that instant she had shot for the first time. 
Because the light had left his eyes before she 
could find aim, both shots had been clean misses. 
And terrible as the reports were, he was too 
engrossed in the chase to be frightened away 
by mere sound. This was the cry the man- 
pack always made, — these sudden, startling 
sounds in the silence. But he felt no pain. 
He crouched a moment, shivering. Then he 
boxmded on again. 



The Debt 197 

The third shot was a miss too : in fact, there 
lad been no chance for a hit. A sound in the 
larkness is as unreliable a target as can pos- 
ribly be imagined. And it did n't frighten him 
9.S much as the others. 

Three times he crouched, preparing for a 
spring, and three tunes his tawny taU began 
that little up-and-down motion that is always 
the warning before his leap. But each time, 
as he waited to find his courage, the game had 
hurried on. 

Now she had her back to a tree and was hold- 
ing the lantern high. It glinted on his eyes. 
And the fourth time she shot, and something 
hot and strange singed by close to his head. 
But it was n't the pain of one quill from a por- 
cupine, and it only increased his anger. He 
waited, crouching, and the girl started on. 

She was making other sounds now — queer, 
whimpering sounds not greatly different from 
the bleat that the fawn utters when it dies. It 
was a fear-sound, and if there is one emotion 
with which the wild beasts are acquainted, in all 
its phases, it is fear. She was afraid of him 
then, and that meant he need no longer be in 
the least afraid of her. His skin began to 
twitch all over with that terrible madness and 
passion of the flesh-hunters. 

This game was like the deer, and the thing 
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to do was lie in wait. There was only one trail. 
He was simply following his instincts, no con- 
scious inteUigence, when he made a long circle 
about her and turned back to the trail two hun- 
dred yards in front. He was n't afraid of los- 
ing her in the darkness. She was neither fleet 
like the deer nor courageous like Woof, the 
bear. He had only to wait and leap from the 
darkness when she passed. 

And because this was his own way of hunt- 
ing, because the experiences of a thousand gen- 
erations of cougars had taught him that it was 
the safest way, that even an elk may be downed 
by a surprise leap from ambush, the last of his 
fear went out of him. The step drew nearer, 
and he knew he would not again be afraid to 
give his stroke. 

When Dan Failing, riding Kke mad over the 
mountain trail, heard the third shot from Snow- 
bird's pistol, he felt that one of the debts he 
owed had come due at last. He seemed to 
know, as the darkness pressed around him, that 
he was to be tried in the fire. And the horse 
staggered beneath him as he tried to hasten. 

He showed no mercy to his mount. Horse- 
flesh is n't made for carrying a heavy man over 
such a trail as this, and she was red-nostriled 
and lathered before half a mile had been cov- 
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ered. He made her leap up the rocks, and on 
the fairly level stretches he loosed the reins and 
lashed her into a gallop. Qnly a mountain 
horse could have stood that test. To Dan's 
eyes, the darkness was absolute; yet she kept 
straight to the trail. He made no attempt to 
guide her. She bounded over logs that he 
could n't see, and followed turn after turn in 
the trail without ever a misstep. 

He gave no thought to his own safety. His 
courage was at the test, and no risk of his own 
Kfe must interfere with his attempt to save 
Snowbird from the danger that threatened her. 
He did n't know when the horse would fall with 
him and precipitate him down a precipice, and 
he was perfectly aware that to crash into a 
low-hanging limb of one of the great trees be- 
side the trail would probably crush his skull. 
But he took the chance. And before the ride 
was done he found himself pleading with the 
horse, even as he lashed her sides with his whip. 

The lesser forest creatures sprang from his 
trail ; and once the mare leaped high to miss a 
dark shadow that crossed in front. As she 
caught her stride, Dan hear(i a squeal and a 
rattle of quills that identified the creature as a 
porcupine. 

By now he had passed the first of the worst 
grades, coming out upon a long, easy slope of 
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open forest. Again he urged his horse, leaving 
to her keen senses alone the choosing of the path 
between the great tree trunks. He rode al- 
most in silence. The deep carpet of pine 
needles, wet from the recent rains, dulled the 
sound of the horse's hoofs. 

Then he heard Snowbird fire for the fourth 
time ; and he knew that he had almost overtaken 
her. The report seemed to smash the air. 
And he lashed his horse into the fastest run 
she knew, — a wild, sobbing figure in the dark- 
ness. 

" She 's only got one shot more," he said. 
He knew how many bullets her pistol carried; 
and the danger — whatever it was — must be 
just at hand. Underbrush cracked beneath 
him. And then the horse drew up with a jerk 
that ahnost hurled him from the saddle. 

He lashed at her in vain. She was not afraid 
of the darkness and the rocks of the trail, but 
some Terror in the woods in front had in an in- 
stant broken his control over her. She reared, 
snorting; then danced in an impotent circle. 
Meanwhile, precious seconds were fleeing. 

He understood now. The horse stood still, 
shivering beneath him, but would not advance a 
step. The silence deepened. Somewhere in 
the darkness before him a great cougar was 
waiting by the trail, and Snowbird, hoping for 
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the moment that it had given up the chase, was 
hastening through the shadows squarely into 
its ambush. 

Whisperfoot crouched lower: and again his 
long serpent of a tail began the httle vertical 
motion that always precedes his leap. He had 
not forgotten the wild rapture of that moment 
he had inadvertently sprung on Landy Hil- 
dreth, — or how, after his terror had died, he 
had come creeping back. He hunted his own 
way, waiting on the trail; and his madness was 
at its height. He was not just Whisperfoot 
the coward, that runs at the shadow of a tall 
form in the thickets. The consummation was 
complete, and that single experience of a month 
before had made of him a hunter of men. His 
muscles set for the leap. 

So intent was he that his keen senses did n't 
detect the fact that there was a curious echo to 
the girl's footsteps. Dan Failing had shpped 
down from his terrified horse and was nmning 
up the trail behind her, praying that he could 
be in time. 

Snowbird heard the pat, pat of his feet ; but 
at first she did not dare to hope that aid had 
come to her. She had thought of Dan as on the 
far-away marshes; and her father, the only 
other Kving occupant of this part of the Divide, 
might even now be lying dead in his house. In 
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her terror, she had lost all power of interpre- 
tation of events. The sound might be the cou- 
gar's mate, or even the wolf pack, jealous of his 
game. Sobbing, she hurried on into Whisper- 
foot's ambush. 

Then she heard a voice, and it seemed to be 
calling to her. " Snowbird — I 'm coming, 
Snowbird," a man's strong voice was shouting. 
She whirled with a sob of thankfulness. 

At that instant the cougar sprang. 

Terrified though she was. Snowbird's re- 
flexes had kept sure and true. Even as the 
great cat leaped, a long, lithe shadow out of the 
shadow, her finger pressed back against the 
trigger of her pistol. She had been carrying 
her gun in front of her, and she fired it, this last 
time, with no conscious effort. It was just a 
last instinctive effort to defend herself. 

One other element affected the issue. She 
had whirled to answer Dan's cry just as the 
cougar left the ground. But she had still been 
in range. The only effect was to lessen, in 
some degree, the accuracy of the spring. The 
bullet caught the beast in mid-air ; but even if 
it had reached its heart, the momentum of the 
attack was too great to be completely overcome. 
Snowbird only knew that some vast, resistless 
power had struck her, and that the darkness 
seemed to roar and explode about her. 
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Hurled to her f ax;e in the trail, she did not 
see the cougar sprawl on the earth beside her. 
The flame in the lantern almost flicked out as 
it fell from her hand, then flashed up and down, 
from the deepest gloom to a vivid glare with 
something of the effect of lightning flickering 
in the sky. Nor did she hear the first frenzied 
thrashing of the wounded animal. Kindly un- 
consciousness had fallen, obscuring this and 
also the sight of the great cat, in the agony of 
its wound, creeping with broken shoulder and 
bared claws across the pine needles toward her 
defenseless body. 

But the terrible fangs were never to know 
her white flesh. Some one had come between. 
There was no chance to shoot: Whisperfoot 
and the girl were too near together for 
that. But one course remained; and there 
was not even time to count the cost. In 
this most terrible moment of Dan Failing's 
life, there was not even an instant's hesitation. 
He did not know that ^Vhisperfoot was 
wounded. He saw the beast creeping forward 
in the weird dancing light of the fallen lantern, 
and he only knew that his flesh, not hers, must 
resist its rending talons. Nothing else mat- 
tered. No other considerations could come be- 
tween. 

It was the test ; and Dan's instincts prompted 
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coolly and well. He leaped with all his 
strength. The cougar bounded into his arms, 
not upon the prone body of the girl. And she 
opened her eyes to hear a curious thrashing in 
the pine needles, a strange grim battle that, as 
the lantern flashed out, was hidden in the 
darkness. 

And that battle, in the far reaches of the 
Divide, passed into a legend. It was the tale 
of how Dan Failing, his gun knocked from his 
hands as he met the cougar's leap, with his own 
unaided arms kept the Uf e-giving breath from 
the animal's lungs and killed him in the pine 
needles. Claw and fang and the frenzy of 
death could not matter at all. 

Thus Failing established before all men his 
right to the name he bore. And thus he paid 
one of his debts — life for a life, as the code of 
the forest has always decreed — and in the fire 
of danger and pain his metal was tried and 
proven. 



BOOK THREE 



THE PAYMENT 



The Lennox home, in the far wilderness of 
the Umpquaw Divide, looked rather like an 
emergency hospital for the first few days after 
Dan's fight with Whisperfoot. Its old somids 
of laughter and talk were almost entirely lack- 
ing. Two injured men and a girl recovering 
from a nervous collapse do not tend toward 
cheer. 

But the natural sturdiness of all three 
quickly came to their aid. Of course Lennox 
had been severely injured by the falling log, 
and many weeks would pass before he would be 
able to walk again. He could sit up for short 
periods, however; had the partial use of one 
arm ; and could propel himself — after the first 
few weeks — at a snail's pace through the 
rooms in a rude wheel chair that Bill's inge- 
nuity had contrived. The great livid scratches 
that Dan bore on his body quickly began to 
heal ; and before a week was done, he began to 
venture forth on the hills again. Snowbird 
had remained in bed for three days: then she 
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had hopped out, one bright afternoon, swearing 
never to go back into it again. Evidently the 
crisp» fall air of the mountains had been a nerve 
tonic for them all. 

Of course there had been medical attention. 
A doctor and a nurse had motored up the day 
after the accident; the physician had set the 
bones and departed, and the nurse remained for 
a week, to see the grizzled mountaineer well on 
the way of convalescence. But it was an anx- 
ious wait, and Lennox's car was kept con- 
stantly in readiness to speed her away in case 
the snows should start. At last she had left 
him in Snowbu-d's hands, and BiU had driven 
her back to the settlements in his father's car. 
The die was now cast as to whether or not Dan 
and the remainder of the family should winter 
in the mountains. The snow clouds deepened 
every day, the frost was ever heavier in the 
dawns, and the road would surely remain open 
only a few days more. 

Once more the three seemingly had the Di- 
vide all to themselves. Bert Cranston had evi- 
dently deserted his cabin and was working a 
trap-line on the Umpquaw side. The rangers 
left the little station, all danger of fire past, and 
went down to their offices in the Federal build- 
ing of one of the little cities below. Because 
he was worse than useless in the deep snows 
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that were sure to come, one of the ranch hands 
that had driven up with Bill rode away to the 
valleys the last of the live stock, — the horse 
that Dan had ridden to Snowbird's defense. 

Nothing had been heard of Landy Hildreth, 
who used to live on the trail to the marsh, and 
both Lennox and his daughter wondered why. 
There were also certain officials who had begun 
to be curious. As yet, Dan had told no one of 
the grim find he had made on his return from 
himting. And he would have found it an ex- 
tremely difficult fact to explain. 

It all went back to those inner springs of 
motive that few men can see clearly enough 
within themselves to recognize. Even the first 
day, when he lay burning from his wounds, he 
worked out his own explanation in regard to 
the murder mystery. He had n't the slightest 
doubt but that Cranston had killed Hildreth 
to prevent his testimony from reaching the 
courts below. Of course any other member of 
the arson ring of hillmen might have been the 
murderer ; yet Dan was inclined to believe that 
Cranston, the leader of the gang, usually pre- 
ferred to do such dangerous work as this him- 
self. If it were true, somewhere on that tree- 
clad ridge clues would be left. By a law that 
went down to the roots of life, he knew, no ac- 
tion is so small but that it leaves its mark. 
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Moreover, it was wholly possible that the writ- 
ten testimony Hildreth must have gathered had 
never been found or destroyed. Dan didn't 
want the aid of the courts to find these clues. 
He wanted to work out the case himself. It 
resolved itself into a simple matter of ven- 
geance : Dan had his debt to pay, and he wanted 
to bring Cranston to ruin by his own hand alone. 
While it was true that he took rather more 
than the casual interest that most citizens feel 
in the destruction of the forest by wanton fire, 
and had an actual sense of duty to do all that 
he could to stop the activities of the arson ring, 
his motives, stripped and bare, were really not 
utilitarian. He had no particular interest in 
Hildreth's case. He remembered him simply 
as one of Cranston's disreputable gang, a 
poacher and a fire bug himself. When all is 
said and done, it remained really a personal 
issue between Dan and Cranston, And per- 
sonal issues are frowned upon by law and so- 
ciety. Civilization has toiled up from the 
darkness in a great measure to get away from 
them. But human nature remains distress- 
ingly the same, and Dan's desire to pay his debt 
was a distinctly human emotion. Sometime a 
breed will live upon the earth that can get clear 
away from personal vengeance — from that 
age-old code of the hills that demands a blow 
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for a blow and a life for a life — but the time 
is not yet. And after all, by all the standards 
of men as men, not as read in idealistic philoso- 
phies, Dan's debt was entirely real. By the 
light held high by his ancestors, he could not 
turn his other cheek. 

Just as soon as he was able, he went back to 
the scene of the murder. He didn't know 
when the snow would come to cover what evi- 
dence there was. It threatened every hoiu*. 
Every wind promised it. The air was sharp 
and cold, and no drop of rain could fall through 
it without crystallizing into snow. The deer 
had all gone, and the burrowing people had 
sought their holes. The bees worked no more 
in the winter flowers. Of all the greater forest 
creatures, only the wolves and the bear re- 
mained, — the former because their fear of men 
would not permit them to go down to the lower 
hills, and the latter because of his knowledge 
that when food became scarce, he could always 
burrow in the snow. No bear goes into hiber- 
nation from choice. Wise old bachelor, he 
much prefers to keep just as late hours as he 
can — as long as the eating places in the berry 
thickets remain open. The cougars had all gone 
down with the deer, the migratory birds had de- 
parted, and even the squirrels were in hiding. 

The scene did n't offer much in the way of 
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dues. Of the body itself, only a white heap of 
bones remained ; for many and terrible had been 
the agents at work upon them. The clothes, 
however, particularly the coat, were practically 
intact. Gripping himself, Dan thrust his fin- 
gers into its pockets, then into the pockets of 
the shirt and trousers. All papers that would 
in any way serve to identify the murdered man, 
or teU what his purpose had been in journeying 
down the trail the night of the murder had 
been removed. Only one explanation pre- 
sented itself. Cranston had come before him, 
and searched the body himself. 

Dan looked about for tracks, and he was con- 
siderably surprised to find the blurred, indis- 
tinct imprint of a shoe other than his own. He 
had n't the least hope that the tracks themselves 
would oflFer a clue to a detective. They were 
too dim for that. The surprising fact was that 
since the murder had been committed immedi- 
ately before the fall rains, the water had 
not completely washed them out. The only 
possibility remaining was that Cranston 
had retiuTied to the body after the week's rain- 
fall. The track had been dimmed by the 
lighter rains that had fallen since. 

But yet it was entirely to be expected that 
the examination of the body would be an after- 
thought on Cranston's part. Possibly at first 
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his only thought was to kill and, following the 
prompting that has sent so many murderers to 
the gallows, he had afterwards retiu-ned to the 
scene of the crime to destroy any clues he might 
have left and to search the body for any evi- 
dence against the arson ring. 

Dan's next thought was to follow along the 
trail and find Cranston's ambush. Of course 
it would be in the direction of the settlement 
from the body, as the bullet had entered from 
the front. He found it hard to believe that 
Hildreth had fallen in the exact spot where the 
body lay. Men journeying at night keep to 
the trail, and the white heap itself was fully 
forty feet back from the trail in the thickets. 
Perhaps Cranston had dragged it there to hide 
it from the sight of any one who might pass 
along the lonely trail again; and it was a re- 
mote possibility that Whisperfoot, coming in 
the night, had tugged it into the thickets for 
dreadful purposes of his own. Likely the shot 
was fired when Hildreth was in an open place 
on the trail ; and Dan searched for the ambush 
with this conclusion in mind. He walked back, 
looking for a thicket from which such a spot 
would be visible. Something over fifty yards 
down he f oimd it ; and he knew it by the empty 
brass rifle cartridge that lay half buried in the 
wet leaves. 
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The shell was of the same caliber as Crans- 
ton's hunting rifle. Dan's hand shook as he 
put it in his pocket. 

Encouraged by this amazing find, he turned 
up the trail toward Hildreth's cabin. It might 
be possible, he thought, that Hildreth had left 
some of his testimony — perhaps such rudely 
scrawled letters as Cranston had written him — 
in some forgotten drawer in his hut. It was 
but a short walk for Dan's hardened legs, and 
he made it before mid-afternoon. 

The search itself was wholly without result. 
But because he had time to think as he climbed 
the ridge, because as he strode along beneath 
that wintry sky he had a chance to consider 
every detail of the case, he was able to start out 
on a new tack when, just before simset, he re- 
tmned to the body. This new train of thought 
had as its basis that Cranston's shot had not 
been deadly at once; that wounded, Hildreth 
had himself crawled into the thickets where 
Whisperf oot had found him. And that meant 
that he had to enlarge his search for such docu- 
ments as Hildreth had carried to include all 
the territory between the trail and the location 
of the body. 

It was possibly a distance of forty feet, and 
getting down on his hands and Imees, Dan 
looked for any break in the shrubbery that 
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would indicate the path that the woimded Hil- 
dreth had taken. And it was ten minutes well 
rewarded, as far as clearing up certain details 
of the crime. His senses had been trained and 
sharpened by his months in the wilderness, and 
he was able to back-track the wounded man 
from the skeleton clear to the clearing on the 
trail where he had first fallen. But as no clues 
presented themselves, he started to turn home. 

He walked twelve feet, then turned back. 
Out of the comer of his eye it seemed to him 
that he had caught a flash of white, near the 
end of a great, dead log beside the path that 
the wounded Hildreth had taken. It was to 
the credit of his mountain training alone that 
his eye had been keen enough to detect it ; that 
it had been so faithfully recorded on his con- 
sciousness; and that, knowing at last the im- 
portance of details, he had tiu-ned back. For 
a moment he searched in vain. Evidently a 
yellow leaf had deceived him. Once more he 
retraced his steps, trying to find the position 
from which his eye had caught the glimpse of 
white. Then he dived straight for the rotten 
end of the log. 

Into a little hollow in the bark, on the imder- 
side of the log, some hand had thrust a small 
roll of papers. They were rain soaked now, 
and the ink had dimmed and blotted ; but Dan 
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reaUzed their significance. They were the 
complete evidence that Hildreth had accumu- 
lated against the arson ring, — letters that had 
passed back and forth between himself and 
Cranston, a threat of murder from the former 
if Hildreth turned State's evidence, and a 
signed statement of the arson activities of the 
ring by Hildreth himself. They were not only 
enough to break up the ring and send its mem- 
bers to prison; with the aid of the empty 
shell and other circumstantial evidence, they 
could in all probabihty convict Bert Cranston 
of murder. 

For a long time he stood with the shadows of 
the pines lengthening about him, his gray eyes 
in curious shadow. For the moment a glimpse 
was given him into the deep wells of the human 
soul; and understanding came to him. Was 
there no balm for hatred even in the moment 
of death? Were men imable to forget the 
themes and motives of their lives, even when 
the shadows closed down upon them? Hil- 
dreth had known what hand had struck him 
down. And even on the frontier of death, his 
first thought was to hide his evidence where 
Cranston could not find it when he searched the 
body, but where later it might be f oimd by the 
detectives that were sure to come. It was the 
old creed of a life for a life. He wanted his evi- 
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dence to be preserved, — not that right should 
be wronged, but so that Cranston would be 
prosecuted and convicted and made to suffer. 
His hatred of Cranston that had made him turn 
State's evidence in the first place had been 
carried with him down into death. 

As Dan stood wondering, he thought he 
heard a twig crack on the trail behind him, and 
he wondered what forest creature was still lin- 
gering on the ridges at the eve of the snows. 



II 

The snow began to fall in earnest at mid- 
night, — great, white flakes that almost in an 
instant covered the leaves. It was the real be- 
ginning of winter, and all Kving creatures 
knew it. The wolf pack sang to it from the 
ridge, — a wild and plaintive song that made 
Bert Cranston, sleeping in a lean-to on the 
Umpquaw side of the Divide, swear and mutter 
in his sleep. But he did n't really waken imtil 
Jim Gibbs, one of his gang, returned from his 
secret mission. 

They wasted no words. Bert flimg aside 
the blankets, lighted a candle, and placed it out 
of the reach of the night wind. It cast queer 
shadows in the lean-to and found a curious 
reflection in the steel points of his eyes. His 
face looked swarthy and deep-lined in its light. 

" WeU? " he demanded. " What did you 
find?" 

" Nothin'," Jim Gibbs answered gutturally. 
" If you ask me what I found out, I might have 
somethin' to answer." 
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" Then — " and Bert, after the manner of 
his kind, breathed an oath — " what did you 
find out? " 

His tone, except for an added note of sav- 
agery, remained the same. Yet his heart was 
thimiping a great deal louder than he Uked to 
have it. He was n't amused by his associate's 
play on words. Nor did he like the man's 
knowing tone and his air of importance. Real- 
izing that the snows were at hand, he had sent 
Gibbs for a last search of the body, to find and 
recover the evidence that Hildreth had against 
him and which had not been revealed either on 
Hildreth's person or in his cabin. He had be- 
come increasingly apprehensive about those let- 
ters he had written Hildreth, and certain other 
documents that had been in his possession. He 
did n't understand why they had n't tiuned up. 
And now the snows had started, and Jim Gibbs 
had returned empty-handed, but evidently not 
empty-minded. 

" I 've found out that the body's been imcov- 
ered — and men are abeady searchin' for clues. 
And moreover — I think they 've found them." 
He paused, weighing the effect of his words. 
His eyes glittered with cunning. Rat that he 
was, he was wondering whether the time had ar- 
rived to leave the ship. He had no intention 
of continuing to give his services to a man with 
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a rope-noose closing about him. And Crans- 
ton, knowing this fact, hated him as he hated 
the buzzard that would claim him in the end and 
tried to hide his apprehension. 

" Go on. Blat it out," Cranston ordered. 
" Or else go away and let me sleep." 

It was a bluff; but it worked. If Gibbs had 
gone without speaking, Cranston would have 
known no sleep that night. But the man be- 
came more fawning. 

" I 'm teUin' you, fast as I can," he went 
on, almost whining. " I went to the cabin, 
just as you said. But I did n't get a chance 
to search it — " 

"Why not?" Cranston thundered. His 
voice reechoed among the snow- wet pines. 

" I 'U tell you why I Because some one else 
— evidently a cop — was already searchin' it. 
Both of us know there 's nothin' there anyway. 
We Ve gone over it too many times. After a 
while he went away — but I did n't tm*n back 
yet. That would n't be Jim Gibbs. I shad- 
owed him, just as you 'd want me to. And he 
went straight back to the body." 

" Yes? " Cranston had hard work cm-bing 
his impatience. Again Gibbs' eyes were full 
of ominous speculations. 

" He stopped at the body, and it was plain 
he'd been there before. He went crawling 
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through the thickets, lookin' for clues. He 
done what you and me never thought to do — 
lookin' all the way between the trail and the 
body. He 'd already f oimd the brass shell you 
told me to get. At least, it was n't there when 
I looked, after he 'd gone. You should Ve 
thought of it before. But he found somethin' 
else a whole lot more important — a roll of 
papers that Hildreth had chucked into an old 
pine stump when he was dyin\ It was your 
fault, Cranston, for not gettin' them that night. 
You need n't Ve been afraid of any one hearin' 
the shot and catching you red-handed. This 
detective stood and read 'em on the trail. And 
you know — just as well as I do — what they 
were." 

" Damn you, I went back the^iext morning, 
as soon as I could see. And the mountain lion 
had already been there. I went back lots of 
times since. And that shell ain't nothing — 
but all the time I supposed I put it in my 
pocket. You know how it is — a fellow throws 
his empty shell out by habit." 

Gibbs' eyes grew more intent. What was 
this thing? Cranston's tone, instead of com- 
manding, was almost pleading. But the leader 
caught himself at once. 

" I don't see why I need to explain any of 
that to you. What I want to know is this : why 



222 The Voice of the Pack 

you didn't shoot and get those papers away 
from him? " 

For an instant their eyes battled. But 
Gibbs had never the strength of his leader. If 
he had, it would have been asserted long since. 
He sucked in his breath, and his gaze fell away. 
It rested on Cranston's rifle, that in some man- 
ner had been pulled up across his knees. And 
at once he was cowed. He was never so fast 
with a gun as Cranston. 

"Blood on my hands, eh — same as on 
yours? " he mumbled, looking down. " What 
do you think I want, a rope around my neck? 
These hills are big, but the arm of the law has 
reached up before, and it might again. You 
might as well know first as last I 'm not 
goin* to do any killings to cover up your mur- 
ders." 

" That comes of not going myself. You 
fool — if he gets that evidence down to the 
courts, you 're broken the same as me." 

" But I would n't get more 'n a year or so, 
at most — and that 's a heap different from the 
gallows. I did aim at him — " 

" But you just lacked the guts to pull the 
trigger I" 

" I did, and I ain't ashamed of it. But be- 
sides — the snows are here now, and he won't 
be able to even get word down to the valleys 
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in six months. If you want him killed so bad, 
do it yourself." 

This was a thought indeed. On the other 
hand, another murder might not be necessary. 
Months would pass before the road would be 
opened, and in the meantime Cranston could 
have a thousand chances to steal back the ac- 
cusing letters. Perhaps they would be guarded 
closely at first, but by the late winter months 
they would be an old story, and a single raid on 
the house might turn the trick. He did n't be- 
Heve for an instant that the man Gibbs had 
seen a detective. He had kept too close watch 
over the roads for that. 

" A tall chap, in outing clothes — dark- 
haired and clean-shaven? " 

" Yes? " 

" Wears a tan hat? " 

'' That 's the man." 

" I know him — and I wish you 'd pimctured 
him. Why, you could 've taken those papers 
away from him and slapped his face, and he 
wouldn't have put up his arms. And now 
he 'U hide 'em somewhere — afraid to carry 'em 
for fear he meets me. That ^s Failing — the 
tenderfoot that's been staying at Lennox's. 
He 's a limger." 

" He did n't look like no limger to me." 

" But no matter about that — it 's just as I 
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thought. And I '11 get 'em back — mark my 
little words." 

In the meantime the best thing to do was to 
move at once to his winter trapping grounds, 
— a certain neglected region on the lower levels 
of the North Fork. If at any time within the 
next few weeks, Dan should attempt to carry 
word down to the settlements, he would be cer- 
tain to pass within view of this camp. But he 
knew that the chance of Dan starting upon any 
such joimiey before the snow had melted was 
not one in a thousand. To be caught in the 
Divide in the winter means to be snowed in as 
completely as the Innuits of upper Greenland. 
No word could pass except by a man on snow- 
shoes. Really there was no urgency about this 
matter of the evidence. 

Yet if the chance did come, if the house 
should be left imguarded, it might pay Crans- 
ton to make an immediate search. Dan would 
have no reason for supposing that Cranston 
suspected his possession of the letters ; he would 
not be particularly watchful, and would prob- 
ably pigeonhole them imtil spring in Lennox's 
desk. 

And the truth was that Cranston had rea- 
soned out the situation almost perfectly. 
When Dan wakened in the morning, and the 
snow lay already a foot deep over the wilder- 
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ness world, he knew that he would have no 
chance to act upon the Cranston case until 
the snows melted in the spring. So he pushed 
all thought of it out of his mind and turned his 
attention to more pleasant subjects. It was 
true that he read the documents over twice as 
he lay in bed. Then he tied them into a neat 
packet and put them away where they would 
be quickly available. Then he thrust his head 
out of the window and let the great snowflakes 
sift down upon his face. It was winter at last, 
the season that he loved. 

He did n't stir from the house, that first day 
of the storm. Snowbird and he foimd plenty 
of pleasant things to do and talk about before 
the roaring fire that he built in the grate. He 
was glad of the great pile of wood that lay out- 
side the door. It meant life itself, in this sea- 
son. Then Snowbird led him to the windows, 
and they watched the white drifts pile up over 
the low underbrush. 

When finally the snowstorm ceased, five days 
later, the whole face of the wilderness was 
changed. The buckbrush was mostly covered, 
the fences were out of sight; the forest 
seemed a clear, clean sweep of white, broken 
only by an occasional tall thicket and by the 
great, snow-covered trees. 

When the clouds blew away, and the air 
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grew clear, the temperature began to fall. 
Dan had no way of knowing how low it went. 
Thermometers were not considered essential at 
the Lennox home. But when his eyelids con- 
gealed with the frost, and his mittens froze to 
the logs of firewood that he carried through the 
door, and the pine trees exploded and cracked 
in the darkness, he was correct in his beUef that 
it Was very, very cold. 

But he loved the cold, and the silence and 
austerity that went with it. The wilderness 
claimed him as never before. The rugged 
breed that were his ancestors had struggled 
through such seasons as this and passed a love 
of them down through the years to him. 

When the ice made a crust over the snow, he 
learned to walk on snowshoes. At first there 
were pained ankles and endless floimdering in 
the drifts. But between the fall of fresh snow 
and the thaws that softened the crust, he slowly 
mastered the art. Snowbird — and Dan never 
realized the full significance of her name until 
he saw her flying with incredible grace over the 
snow — laughed at him at first and ran him 
races that would usually end in his falling head- 
first into a ten- foot snowbank. She taught him 
how to ski and more than once she would stop 
in the middle of an earnest bit of pedagogy to 
find that he was n't listening at all. He would 
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seem to be fairly devouring her with his eyes, 
delighting in the play of soft pinks and reds in 
her cheeks, and drinking, as a man drinks wine, 
the amazing change of light and shadow in her 
eyes. 

She seemed to blossom imder his gaze. Not 
one of those short winter days went by without 
the discovery of some new trait or little vanity 
to astonish or delight him, — sometimes an im- 
looked-f or tenderness toward the weak, often a 
sweet, untainted philosophy of life, or perhaps 
just a lowering of her eyelids in which her eyes 
would show lustrous through the lashes, or 
some sweeping, exuberant gesture startlingly 
graceful. 

Lennox wakened one morning with the real- 
ization that this was one of the hardest winters 
of his experience. More snow had fallen in the 
night and had banked halfway up his win- 
dows. The last of the shrubbery — except for 
the ends of a few tall bushes that would not hold 
the snow — was covered, and the roofs of some 
of the lower outbuildings had somewhat the im- 
pression of drowning things, striving desper- 
ately to keep their heads above water. He be- 
gan to be very glad of the abimdant stores of 
provisions that overcrowded his pantry — sa- 
vory hams and bacons, dried venison, sacks of 
potatoes and evaporated vegetables, and, of 
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course, canned goods past counting. With the 
high fire roaring in the grate, the season held 
no ills for them. But sometimes^ when the bit- 
ter cold came down at twilight, and the moon 
looked like a thing of ice itself over the snow, 
he began to wonder how the wild creatures who 
wintered on the Divide were faring. Of course 
most of them were gone. Woof, long since, 
had grimted and mumbled his way into a winter 
lair. But the wolves remained, strange gray- 
shadows on the snow, and possibly a few of the 
hardier snialler creatures. 

More than once in those long winter nights 
their talk was chopped oflf short by the song of 
the pack on some distant ridge. Sometime, 
when the world is old, possibly a man will be 
born that can continue to talk and keep his 
mind on his words while the wolf pack sings. 
But he is certainly an unknown quantity to- 
day. The cry sets in vibration curious memory 
chords, and for a moment the listener sees in 
his mind's eye his ancient home in an ancient 
world, — Darkness and Fear and Eyes shining 
about the cave. It carries him back, and he 
knows the wilderness as it really is ; and to have 
such knowledge dries up all inclination to talk, 
as a sponge dries water. Of coiu^se the picture 
is n't entirely plain. It is more a thing guessed 
at, a photograph in some dark part of an under- 
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consciousness that has constantly grown more 
dim as the centuries have passed. Possibly 
sometime it will fade out altogether; and then 
a man may continue to discuss the weather 
while the Song from the ridge shudders in at 
the windows. But the worid will be quite cold 
by then, and no longer particularly interesting. 
And possibly even the wolves themselves will 
then be tamed to play dead and speak pieces, — 
which means the wilderness itself will be tamed. 
For as long as the wild lasts, the pack will run 
through it in the winter. They were here in 
the beginning, and in spite of constant war and 
constant hatred on the part of men, they 
will be here in the end. The reason is just that 
they are the symbol of the wilderness itself, and 
the idea of it continuing to exist without them 
is stranger than that of a nation without a 
flag. 

It was n't quite the same song that Dan had 
listened to in the first days of fall. It had been 
triimiphant then, and proud with the wilderness 
pride. Of course it had been sad then, too, but 
it was more sad now. And it was stranger, too, 
and crept farther into the souls of its listeners. 
It was the song of strength that could n't avail 
•against the snow, possibly of cold and the de- 
spair and courage of starvation. These three 
that heard it were inured to the wilderness ; but 
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a moment was always needed after its last note 
had died to regain their gayety. 

" They 're getting lean and they 're getting 
savage," Lennox said one night, stretched on 
his divan before the fireplace. He was still 
imable to walk ; but the f ractiu'es were knitting 
slowly and the doctor had promised that the 
summer would find him well. " If we had a 
dog, I would n't oflfer much for his life. One 
of these days we'll find 'em in a big circle 
aroimd the house — and then we '11 have to 
open up with the rifles." 

But this picture appalled neither of his 
two young listeners. No wolf pack can stand 
against three marksmen, armed with rifles and 
behind oaken walls. 

Christmas came and passed, and January 
brought clear days and an ineflfective sun shin- 
ing on the snow. These were the best days of 
all. Every afternoon Dan and Snowbird 
would go out on their skis or on snowshoes, 
unarmed except for the pistol that Snowbird 
carried in the deep pocket of her mackinaw. 
" But why not? " Dan replied to Lennox's ob- 
jection. " She could kill five wolves with five 
shots, or pretty near it, and you know well 
enough that that would hold 'em off till we got 
home. They 'd stop to eat the five. I have 
hard enough time keeping up with her as it is, 
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without carrying a rifle." And Lennox was 
content. In the first place» the wolf pack has 
to he desperate indeed before it will even 
threaten human beings; and knowing the 
coward that the wolf is in the other three sea- 
sons, he could n't bring himself to believe that 
this point was reached. In the second, Dan 
had told the truth when he said that five deaths, 
or even fewer, would repel the attack of any 
wolf pack he had ever seen. There was just one 
troubling thought. He had heard, long ago, 
and he had forgotten who had told him, that in 
the most severe winters the wolves gather in 
particularly large packs; and a quahty in the 
song that they had heard at night seemed to 
bear it out. The chorus had been exception- 
ally loud and strong, and he had been imable to 
pick out individual voices. ' 

The snow was perfect for skiing. Previ- 
ously their sport had been many times inter- 
rupted either by the fall of fresh snow or a 
thaw that had softened the snow crust ; but now 
every afternoon was too perfect to remain in- 
doors. They shouted and romped in the si- 
lences, and they did not dream but that they 
had the wilderness all to themselves. The fact 
that one night Lennox's keen eyes had seen 
what looked hke the glow of a camp fire in the 
distance did n't affect this belief of theirs at all. 
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It was evidently just the phosphorus glowing 
in a rotten log from which the winds had blown 
the snow. 

Once or twice they caught gUmpses of wild 
life : once a grouse that had biu^ied in the snow 
flushed from their path and blew the snow-dust 
from its wings; and once or twice they saw 
snowshoe rabbits bounding away on flat feet 
over the drifts. But just one day they caught 
sight of a wolf. They were on snowshoes on a 
particularly brilliant afternoon late in January. 

He was a lone male, evidently a straggler 
from the pack, and he leaped from the top of a 
tall thicket that had remained above the snow. 
The man and the girl had entirely different 
reactions. Dan's first impression was amaze- 
ment at the animal's condition. It seemed to 
be in the last stages of starvation : imbelievably 
gaunt, with rib bones showing plainly even 
through the furry hide. Ordinarily the heavily 
furred animals do not show signs of famine ; but 
even an inexperienced eye could not make a 
mistake in this case. The eyes were red, and 
they carried Dan back to his first adventure 
in the Oregon forest — the day he had shot the 
mad coyote. Snowbird thought of the beast 
only as an enemy. The wolves killed her 
father's stock ; they were brigands of the worst 
order; and she shared the hatred of them that 



The Payment 233 

is a common trait of all primitive peoples. 
Her hand whipped back, seized her pistol, and 
she fired twice at the fleeing figm^e. 

The second shot was a hit : both of them saw 
the wolf go to its side, then spring up and race 
on. Shouting, both of them sped after him. 

In a few moments he was out of sight among 
the distant trees, but they found the blood-trail 
and mushed over the ridge. They expected 
at any moment to find him lying dead ; but the 
track led them on clear down the next canyon. 
And now they cared not at all whether they 
found him : it was simply a tramp in the out-of- 
doors; and both of them were yoimg with red. 
blood in their veins. 

But all at once Dan stopped in his tracks. 
The girl sped on for six paces before she missed 
the sound of his snowshoes ; then she turned to 
find him standing, wholly motionless, with eyes 
fixed upon her. 

It startled her, and she didn't know why. 
A companion abruptly freezing in his path, his 
muscles inert, and his eyes filling with specula- 
tions is always startling. When this occurs, it 
means simply that a thought so compelling and 
engrossing that even the half-imconscious 
physical f imctions, such as walking, cannot con- 
tinue, has come into his mind. And it is part 
of the old creed of self-preservation to dislike 
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greatly to be left out on any such thought as 
this. If danger is present, the sooner it is 
identified the better. 

" What is it? " she demanded. 

He turned to her, curiously intent. " How 
many shells have you in that pistol? " 

She took one breath and answered him. " It 
holds five, and I shot twice. I have n't any 
others." 

"And I don't suppose it ever occurred to 
you to carry extra ones in your pocket? " 

" Father is always telling me to — and sev- 
eral times I have. But I 'd shoot them away 
at target practice and forget to take any more. 
There was never any danger — except that 
night with a cougar. I did intend to — but 
what does it matter now? " 

" We 're a couple of wise ones, going after 
that wolf with only three shots to our name. 
Of course by himself he 's harmless — but he 's 
likely enough to lead us straight toward the 
pack. And Snowbird — I didn't like his 
looks. He 's too gaunt, and he 's too him- 
gry — and I have n't a bit of doubt he waited in 
that brush for us to come, intending to attack 
us — and lost his nerve the last thing. That 
shows he 's desperate. I don't like him, and I 
wouldn't like his pack. And a whole pack 
might not lose its nerve." 
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" Then you think we 'd better turn back? " 
" Yes, I do, and not come out any more 
without a whole pocket of shells. I 'm going 
to carry my rifle, too, just as Lennox has al- 
ways advised. He 's only got a flesh-woimd. 
You saw what you did with two cartridges 

— got in one flesh-wound. Three of 'em 
against a pack wouldn't be a great deal 
of aid. I don't mean to say you can't 
shoot, but a jumping, lively wolf is worse 
than a bu-d in the air. We Ve gone over three 
miles ; and he 'd lead us ten miles farther — 
even if he did n't go to the pack. Let 's go 
back." 

" If you say so. But I don't think there 's 
the least bit of danger. We can always climb 
a tree." 

" And have 'em make a beautiful circle imder 
it I They 've got more patience than we have 

— and we'd have to come down sometime. 
Your father can't come to our help, you 
know. It 's the sign of the tenderfoot not to 
think there 's any danger — and I 'm not going 
to think that way any more." 

They turned back and mushed in silence a 
long time. 

" I suppose you 'U think I 'm a coward," 
Dan asked her humbly. 

Only prudent, Dan," she answered, smil- 
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ing. Whether she meant it, he did not know. 
" I 'm just beginning to understand that you 
— living here only a few months — really know 
and imderstand all this better than I do." She 
stretched her arms wide to the wilderness. " I 
guess it 's your instincts/' 

"And I do imderstand," he told her ear- 
nestly. " I sensed danger back there just as 
sure as I can see your face. That pack — and 
it 's a big one — is close ; and it 's terribly hun- 
gry. And you know — you can't help but 
know — that the wolves are not to be trusted in 
famine times." 

" I know it only too well," she said. 

Then she paused and asked him about a 
strange grayness, like snow blown by the wind, 
on the sky over the ridge. 



Ill 

Bebt Cbanston waited in a clump of ex- 
posed thicket on the hillside until he saw two 
black dots, that he knew were Dan and Snow- 
bird, leave the Lennox home. He lay very still 
as they circled up the ridge, noticing that ex- 
cept for the pistol that he knew Snowbird al- 
ways carried, they were imarmed. There was 
no particular reason why he should be inter- 
ested in that point. It was just the moimtain 
way always to look for weapons, and it is rather 
difficult to trace the mental processes behind 
this impulse. Perhaps it can be laid to the 
fact that many mountain families are often at 
feud with one another, and anything in the 
way of violence may happen before the morn- 
ing. 

The two passed out of his sight, and after a 
long time he heard the crack of Snowbird's pis- 
tol. He guessed that she had either shot at 
some wild creature, or else was merely at target 
practice, — rather a common proceeding for 
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the two when they were on the hills together. 
Thus it is to be seen that Cranston knew their 
habits fairly well. And since he had kept a 
close watch upon them for several days, this 
was to be expected. 

He had no intention of being interrupted in 
this work he was about to do. He had planned 
it all very well. At first the intermittent snow- 
storms and the thaws between had delayed him. 
He needed a perfect snow crust for the long 
tramp over the ridge; and at last the bright 
days and the icy dawns had made it. The elder 
Lennox was still helpless. He had noticed 
that when Dan and Snowbird went out, they 
were usually gone from two to four hours ; and 
that gave him plenty of time for his undertak- 
ing. The moment had come at last to make a 
thorough search of Lennox's house for those 
incriminating docimients that Dan had found 
near the body of Landy Hildreth. 

The only really dangerous, part of his under- 
taking was his approach. If by any chance 
Lennox were looking out of the window, he 
might be f oimd waiting with a rifle across his 
arms. It would be quite like the old mountain- 
eer to have his gun beside him, and to shoot it 
quick and exceptionally straight, without ask- 
ing questions, at any steaUng figure in the 
snow. Yet Cranston felt fairly sure that Len- 
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nox was still too helpless to raise a gun to a 
shooting position. 

He had observed that the mountaineer spent 
his time either on the fireplace divan or on 
his own bed. Neither of these places was 
available to the rear windows of the house. 
So, very wisely, he made his attack from the 
rear. 

He came stealing across the snow, — a 
musher of the first degree. Very silently and 
swiftly he slipped off his snowshoes at the door. 
The doQr itself was unlocked, just as he had 
supposed. In an instant more he was tiptoe- 
ing, a dark, silent figure, through the corridors 
of the house. He held his rifle ready in his 
hands. 

He peered into Lennox's bedroom first. 
The i;oom was imoccupied. Then the floor of 
the corridor creaked beneath his step; and he 
knew nothing further was to be gained by wait- 
ing. If Lennox suspected his presence, he 
might be waiting with aimed rifle as he opened 
the door of the Uving room. 

He glided faster. He halted once more, — 
a moment at the living-room door to see if Len- 
nox had been disturbed. He was lying still, 
however, so Cranston pushed through. 

Lennox glanced up from his magazine to 
find that unmistakable thing, the barrel of a 




240 The Voice of the Pack 

rifle, pointed at his breast. Cranston was one of 
those rare marksmen who shoots with both eyes 
open, — and that meant that he kept his full 
visual powers to the last instant before the 
hammer fell. 

" I can't raise my arms," Lennox said 
simply. " One of 'em won't work at all — be- 
sides, against the doctor's orders." 

Cranston stole over toward him, looking 
closely for weapons. He pulled aside the 
woolen blanket that Lennox had drawn up 
over his body, and he pushed his hand into the 
cushions of the couch. A few deft pats, hold- 
ing his rifle through the fork of his arm, finger 
coiled into the trigger guard, assured him that 
Lennox was not "heeled" at all. Then he 
laughed and went to work. 

" I thought I told you once," Lennox began 
with perfect coldness, " that the doors of my 
house were no longer open to you." . 

" You did say that," was Cranston's guttural 
reply. " But you see I 'm here just the same, 
don't you? And what are you going to do 
about it? " 

" I probably felt that sooner or later you 
would come to steal — just as you and your 
crowd stole the supphes from the forest sta- 
tion last winter — and that probably influenced 
me to give the orders. I did n't want thieves 
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around my house, and I don't want them now, 
I don't want coyotes, either." 

" And I don't want any such remarks out of 
you, either," Cranston answered him. " You 
lie still and shut up, and I suspect that sissy 
boarder of yours will come back, after he 's 
through embracing your daughter in the snow, 
and find you in one piece. Otherwise not." 

" If I were in one piece," Lennox answered 
him very quietly, "instead of a bundle of 
broken bones that can't lift its arms, I 'd get 
up off this couch, unarmed as I am, and stamp 
on your lying Ups." 

But Cranston only laughed and tied Len- 
nox's feet with a cord from the window shade. 

He went to work very systematically. First 
he rifled Lennox's desk in the living room. 
Then he looked on all the mantels and ran- 
sacked the cupboards and the drawers. He 
was taunting and cahn at first. But as the 
moments passed, his passion grew upon him. 
He no longer smiled. The rodent f eatm-es be- 
came intent; the eyes narrowed to cimous, 
bright shts under the dark lashes. He went 
to Dan's room, searched his biu-eau drawer and 
all the pockets of the clothes hanging in his 
closet. He upset his tnmk and pawed among 
old letters in the suitcase. Then, stealing Uke 
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some creature of the wilderness, he came back 
to the hving room. 

Lemiox was not on the divan where he had 
left him. He lay instead on the floor near the 
fireplace; and he met the passion-drawn face 
with entire calmness. His motives were per- 
fectly plain. He had just made a desperate 
effort to procure Dan's rifle that hung on two 
sets of deer horns over the fireplace, and was 
entirely exhausted from it. He had succeeded 
in getting down from the couch, though 
wracked by agony, but had been unable to lift 
himself up in reach of the gun. 

Cranston read his intention in one glance. 
Lennox knew it, but he simply didn't care. 
He had passed the point where anything 
seemed to matter. 

" Tell me where it is," Cranston ordered him. 
Again he pointed his rifle at Lennox's wasted 
breast. 

" Tell you where what is? My money? " 

" You know what I want — and it is n't 
money. I mean those letters that Failing 
f oimd on the ridge. I 'm through fooling, 
Lennox. Dan learned that long ago, and it 's 
time you learned it now." 

"Dan learned it because he was sick. He 
is n't sick now. Don't presume too much on 
that." 
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Cranston laughed with harsh scorn. " But 
that is n't the question. I said I Ve wasted all 
the time I 'm going to. You are an old man 
and helpless; but I 'm not going to let that 
stand in the way of getting what I came to get. 
They 're hidden somewhere aroimd this house. 
They would n't be out in the snow, because he 'd 
want 'em where he could get them. By no 
means would he carry them on his person — 
fearing that some day he 'd meet me on the 
ridge. He 's a fool, but he ain't that much 
of a fool. I 've watched, and he 's had no 
chance to take them into town. I '11 give you 
— just five seconds to tell me where they 're 
hidden." 

" And I give you," Lennox replied, " one 
second less than that — to go to Hell 1 " 

Both of them breathed hard in the quiet 
room. Cranston was trembling now, shivering 
just a little in his arms and shoulders. " Don't 
get me wrong, Lennox," he warned. 

" And don't have any delusions in regard to 
me, either," Lennox replied. " I 've stood 
worse pain, from this accident, than any man 
can give me while I yet live, no matter what he 
does. If you want to get on me and hammer 
me in the approved Cranston way, I can't de- 
fend myself — but you won't get a civil answer 
out of me. I 'm used to pain, and I can stand 
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it. I 'm not used to fawning to a coyote like 
you, and I can't stand it." 

But Cranston hardly heard. An idea had 
flamed in his mind and cast a red glamour over 
all the scene about him. It was instilling a 
poison in his nerves and a madness in his blood, 
and it was searing him, like fire, in his dark 
brain. Nothing seemed real. He suddenly 
bent forward, tense. 

" That 's all right about you," he said. " But 
you 'd be a Httle more poUte if it was Snowbird 
— and Dan — that would have to pay." 

Perhaps the color faded sUghtly in Lennox's 
face ; but his voice did not change. 

" They '11 see your footprints before they 
come in and be ready," Lennox repUed evenly. 
" They always come by the back way. And 
even with a pistol. Snowbird's a match for 
you." 

" Did you think that was what I meant? " 
Cranston scorned. " I know a way to destroy 
those letters, and I '11 do it — in the four sec- 
onds that I said, unless you tell. I'm not 
even sure I 'm goin' to give you a chance to 
tell now ; it 's too good a scheme. There won't 
be any witnesses then to yell around in the 
courts. What if I choose to set fire to this 
house ? " 

" It would n't surprise me a great deal. It 's 
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your own trade." Lennox shuddered once on 
his place on the floor. 

" I would n't have to worry about those let- 
ters then, would I ? They are somewhere in the 
house, and they'd be burned to ashes. But 
that is n't all that would be burned. You could 
maybe crawl out, but you could n't carry the 
guns, and you could n't carry the pantry full 
of food. You 're nearly eighty miles up here 
from the nearest occupied house, with two pair 
of snowshoes for the three of you and one dinky 
pistol. And you can't walk at all. It would 
be a nice pickle, would n't it? Would n't you 
have a fat chance of getting down to civiliza- 
tion? " 

The voice no longer held steady. It trembled 
with passion. This was no idle threat. The 
brain had already seized upon the scheme with 
every intention of carrying it out. Outside the 
snow ghttered in the simhght, and pine limbs 
bowed with their load ; overhung with that cim- 
ous winter silence that, once felt, returns often 
in dreams. The wilderness lay stark and bare, 
stripped of all delusion — not only in the snow 
world outside but in the hearts of these two 
men, its sons. 

" I have only one hope," Lennox replied. 
" I hope, unknown to me, that Dan has already 
dispatched those letters. The arm of the 
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law is long, Cranston. It's easy to forget I 
that fact up here. It will reach you in the I 
end." 

Cranston turned through the door, into the 
kitchen. He was gone a long time. Lennox 
heard him at work: the crinkle of paper and 
then a pouring sound around the walls. Then 
he heard the sharp crack of a match. An in- 
stant later the first wisp of smoke came curling, 
pungent with burning oil, through the corri- 
dor. 

" You crawled from your couch to reach that 
gun," Cranston told him when he came in. 
" Let 's see you crawl out now." 

Lennox's answer was a ciu-se, — the last, 
dread outpouring of an unbroken will. He 
did n't look again at the gUttering eyes. He 
scarcely watched Cranston's fm-ther prepara- 
tions: the oil poiu-ed on the rugs and furnish- 
ings, the kindling placed at the base of the ciu*- 
tains. Cranston was trained in this work. 
He was taking no chances on the fire being ex- 
tinguished. And Lennox began to crawl 
toward the door. 

He managed to grasp the comer of the blan- 
ket on the divan as he went, and he dragged it 
behind him. Pain wracked him, and smoke 
half -blinded him. But he made it at last. 
And by the time he had crawled one hundred 
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feet over the snow crust, the whole structure 
was in flames. The red tongues spoke with a 
roar. 

Cranston, the fire-madness on his face, hur- 
ried to the outbuildings. There he repeated 
the work. He touched a match to the hay in 
the bam, and the wind flung the flame through 
it in an instant. The sheds and other outbuild- 
ings were treated with oil. And seeing that 
his work was done, he called once to the prone 
body of Lennox on the snow and mushed away 
into the silences. 

Lennox's answer was not a curse this time. 
Rather it was a prayer, unuttered, and in his 
long years Lennox had not prayed often. 
When he prayed at all, the words were bimiing 
fire. His prayer was that of Samson, — that 
for a moment his strength might come back to 
him. 






IV 

Two miles across the ridges, Dan and Snow- 
bird saw a faint mist blowing between the trees. 
They did n't recognize it at first. It might be 
fine snow, blown by the wind, or even one of 
those mysterious fogs that sometimes sweep 
over the snow. 

But it looks like smoke," Snowbird said. 
But it could n't be. The trees are too wet 
to burn." 

But then a sound that at first was just the 
faintest whisper in which neither of them would 
let themselves believe, became distinct past all 
denying. It was that menacing craclde of a 
great fire, that in the whole world of sounds is 
perhaps the most terrible. They were trained 
by the hills, and neither of them tried to mince 
words. They had learned to face the truth, 
and they faced it now. 

" It 's our house," Snowbird told him. " And 
father can't get out." 

She spoke very quietly. Perhaps the most 
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terrible truths of Uf e are always spoken in that 
same quiet voice. Then both of them started 
across the snow, fast as their unwieldy snow- 
shoes would permit. 

" He can crawl a little," Dan called to her. 
" Don't give up, Snowbird mine. I think he '11 
be safe." 

They mounted to the top of the ridge; and 
the long sweep of the forest was revealed to 
them. The house was a singular tall pillar of 
flame, already glowing that dreadful red from 
which firemen, despairing, turn away. Then 
the girl seized his hands and danced about him 
in a mad circle. 

" He 's aUve," she cried. " You can see him 
— just a dot on the snow. He crawled out to 
safety." 

She turned and sped at a breakneck pace 
down the ridge. Dan had to race to keep up 
with her. But it wasn't entirely wise to try 
to mush so fast. A dead log lay beneath the 
snow with a broken limb stretched almost to its 
surface, and it caught her snowshoe. The 
wood cracked sharply, and she fell forward in 
the snow. But she was n't hurt, and the snow- 
shoe itself, in spite of a small crack in the 
wood, was still serviceable. 

" Haste makes waste," he told her. " Keep 
your feet on the ground. Snowbird; the house is 
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gone abeady and your father is safe. Re- 
member what lies before us." 

The thought sobered and halted her. She 
glanced once at the dark face of her companion. 
Dan could n't understand the strange light that 
suddenly leaped to her eyes. Perhaps she her- 
self could n't have explained the wave of ten- 
derness that swept over her, — with no cause 
except the look in Dan's earnest gray eyes and 
the lines that cut so deep. Since the world was 
new, it has been the boast of the boldest of men 
that they looked their Fate in the face. And 
this is no mean looking. For fate is a sword 
from the darkness, a power that reaches out of 
the mystery, and cannot be classed with sights 
of himian origin. It biuns out the eyes of all 
but the strongest men. Yet Dan was looking 
at his fate now, and his eyes held straight. 

They walked together down to the ruined 
house, and the three of them sat silent while the 
fire biuTied red. Then Lennox tiuned to them 
with a half-smile. 

" You 're wasting time, you two," he said. 
" Remember all oiu* food is gone. If you start 
now, and walk hard, maybe you can make it 
out." 

" There are several things to do first," Dan 
answered simply. 

I don't know what they are. It is n't go- 
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ing to be any picnic, Dan. A man can travel 
only so far without food to keep up his 
strength, particularly over sfuch ridges as you 
have to cross. It will be easy to give up and 
die. It 's the test, man; it 's the test." 

" And what about you? " his daughter asked. 

" Oh, I '11 be all right. Besides — it 's the 
only thing that can be done. I can't walk, and 
you can't carry me on your backs. What else 
remains ? I '11 stay here — and I 'U scrape to- 
gether enough wood to keep a fire. Then you 
can bring help." 

He kept his eyes averted when he talked. 
He was afraid for Dan to see them, knowing 
that he could read the lie in them. 

" How do you expect to find wood — in this 
snow? " Dan asked him. " It will take four 
days to get out; do you think you could lie 
here and battle with a fire for four days, and 
then four days more that it will take to come 
back? You 'd have two choices : to bum green 
wood that I 'd cut for you before I left, or the 
rain-soaked dead wood under the snow. You 
could n't keep either one of them burning, and 
you 'd die in a night. Besides — this is no 
time for an unarmed man to be alone in the 
hiUs." 

Lennox's voice grew pleading. " Be sen- 
sible, Dan I " he cried. " That Cranston's got 
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us, and got us right. I Ve only one thing more 
I care about — and that is that you pay the 
debt 1 I can't hope to get out myself. I say 
that I can't even hope to. But if you bring my 
daughter through — and when the spring 
comes, pay what we owe to Cranston — I 'U be 
content. Heavens, son — I 've hved my Uf e. 
The old pack leader dies when his time comes, 
and so does a man." 

His daughter crept to him and sheltered his 
gray head against her breast. " I 'U stay with 
you then," she cried. 

Don't be a little fool. Snowbird," he urged. 

My clothes are wet already from the melted 
snow. It 's too long a way — it will be too 
hard a fight, and children — I 'm old and tired 
out. I don't want to make the try — hunger 
and cold ; and even if you 'd stay here and grub 
wood. Snowbird, they 'd find us both dead when 
they came back in a week. We can't live with- 
out food, and work and keep warm — and 
there is n't a living creature in the hills." 

'^ Except the wolves," Dan reminded him. 

" Except the wolves," Lennox echoed. " Re- 
member, we 're imarmed — and they 'd find it 
out. You 're yoimg, Snowbird, and so is Dan 
— and you two will be happy. I know how 
things are, you two — more than you know 
yourselves — and in the end you 'U be happy. 
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But me — I 'm too tired to make the try. I 
don't care about it enough. I 'm going to wave 
you good-by, and smile, and lie here and let the 
cold come down. You feel warm in a little 
while — " 

But she stopped his lips with her hand. And 
he bent and kissed it. 

" If anybody 's going to stay with you," Dan 
told them in a clear, firm voice, " it 's going to 
be me. But aren't any of the cabins occu- 
pied? " 

" You know they are n't," Lennox answered. 
" Not even the houses beyond the North Fork, 
even if we could get across. The nearest help 
is over seventy miles." 

" And Snowbird, think ! Have n't any sup- 
phes been left in the ranger station? " 

" Not one thing," the girl told him. " You 
know Cranston and his crowd robbed the place 
last winter. And the telephone lines were dis- 
connected when the rangers left." 

" Then the only way is for me to stay here. 
You can take the pistol, and you 'U have a fair 
chance of getting through. I 'U grub wood for 
our camp meanwhile, and you can bring help." 

" And if the wolves come, or if help did n't 
come in time," Lennox whispered, passion- 
drawn for the first time, " who would pay what 
we owe to Cranston? " 
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" But her life counts — first of all." 
" I know it does — but mine does n't count at 
all. Beheve me, you two. I 'm speaking 
from my own desires when I say I don't want 
to make the fight. Snowbird would never 
make it through alone. There are the wolves, 
and maybe Cranston too — the worst woK of 
all. A woman can't mush across those ridges 
four days without food, without some one who 
loves her and forces her on I Neither can she 
stay here with me and try to make green 
branches bum in a fire. She 's got three little 
pistol balls — and we 'd all die for a whim. Oh, 
please, please — " 

But Dan leaped for his hand with glowing 
eyes. "Listen, man! "he cried. "I know 
another way yet. I know more than one way; 
but one, if we Ve got the strength, is almost 
sure. There is an ax in the kitchen, and the 
blade will still be good." 

" Likely dulled with the fire — " 
" I '11 cut a hmb with my jackknife for the 
handle. There will be nails in the ashes, plenty 
of them. We '11 make a rude sledge, and we 'U 
get you out too." 

Lennox seemed to be studying his wasted 
hands. " It 's a chance, but it is n't worth it," 
he said at last. " You 'U have fight enough, 
without tugging at a heavy sled. It will take 
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all night to build it, and it would cut down your 
chances of getting out by pretty near half. 
Remember the ridges, Dan — " 

" But we 'U climb every ridge — besides, its 
a slow, down grade most of the way. Snow- 
bird — tell him he must do it." 

Snowbird told him, overpowering him with 
her enthusiasm. And Dan shook his shoulders 
with rough hands. "You're hurting, boy I" 
Lennox warned. " I 'm a bag of broken 
bones." 

" I 'U tote you down there if I have to tie 
you in," Dan Failing replied. " Before, I Ve 
bowed to your will; but this time you have to 
bow to mine. I 'm not going to let you stay 
here and die, no matter if you beg on your 
knees ! It 's the test — and I 'm going to 
bring you through." 

He meant what he said. If mortal strength 
and sinew could survive such a test, he would 
succeed. There was nothing in these words 
to suggest the physical weakling that both of 
them had known a few months before. The 
eyes were earnest, the dark face intent, the de- 
termined voice did not waver at all. 

" Dan Failing speaks ! " Lennox replied with 
glowing eyes. He was recalling another Dan 
Failing of the dead years, a boyhood hero, and 
his remembered voice had never been more de- 
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termined, more masterful than this he had just 
heard. 

" And Cranston did n't get his purpose, after 
all.'' To prove his words, Dan thrust his hand 
into his inner coat pocket. He drew forth a 
httle, flat package, haK as thick as a pack of 
cards. He held it up for them to see. " The 
thing Bert Cranston burned the house down to 
destroy," he explained. " I 'm learning to 
know this mountain breed, Lennox. I kept it 
in my pocket where I could fight for it, at any 
minute." 

Cranston had been mistaken, after all, in 
thinking that in fear of himself Dan would be 
afraid to keep the packet on his person, and 
would era venly conceal it in the house. He 
would have been even more surprised to know 
that Dan had hved in constant hope of meeting 
Cranston on the ridges, showing him what it 
contained, and fighting him for it, hands to 
hands. And even yet, perhaps the day would 
come when Cranston would know at last that 
Snowbird's words, after the fight of long ago, 
were true. 

The twihght was falling over the snow, so 
Snowbird and Dan turned to the toil of build- 
ing a sled. 



The snow was steel-gray in the moonlight 
when the little party made their start down the 
long trail. Their preparations, simple and 
crude as they were, had taken hours of cease- 
less labor on the part of the three. The ax, 
its edge dulled by the flame and its handle 
burned away, had been cooled in the snow, and 
with his one soimd arm, Lennox had driven the 
hot nails that Snowbird gathered from the ashes 
of one of the outbuildings. The embers of the 
house itself still glowed red in the darkness. 

Dan had cut the green limbs of the trees and 
planed them with his ax. The sled had been 
completed, handles attached for pushing it, and 
a piece of fence wire fastened with nails as a 
rope to pull it. The warm mackinaws of both 
of them as well as the one blanket that Lennox 
had saved from the fire were wrapped about the 
old frontiersman's wasted body, — Dan and 
Snowbird hoping to keep warm by the exercise 
of propeUing the sled. Except for the dull 
ax and the half -empty pistol, their only equip- 
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ment was a single charred pot for melting snow 
that Dan had recovered from the ashes of the 
kitchen. 

The three had worked almost in silence. 
Words didn't help now. They wasted no 
sorely-needed breath. But they did have one 
minute of talk when they got to the top of the 
little ridge that had overlooked the house. 

" We '11 travel mostly at night," Dan told 
them. " We can see in the snow, and by taking 
our rest in the daytime, when the sim is bright 
and warm, we can save our strength. We 
won't have to keep such big fires then — and at 
night our exertion will keep us as warm as we 
can hope for. Getting up all night to cut 
green wood with this dull ax in the snow would 
break us to pieces very soon, for remember 
that we haven't any food. I know how; to 
build a fire even in the snow — especially if I 
can find the dead, dry heart of a rotten log — 
but it is n't any fun to keep it going with green 
wood. We don't want to have to spend any 
more of oiu* strength stripping off wet bark and 
hacking at saphngs than we can help ; and that 
means we 'd better do oiu* resting in the heat 
of the day. After all, it 's a fight against star- 
vation more than anything else." 

" Just think," the girl told them, reproaching 
herself, " if I 'd jus|; shot straight at that wolf 
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to-day, we could have gone back and got his 
body. It might have carried us through." 

Neither of the others as much as looked sur- 
prised at these amazing regrets over the lost, 
unsavory flesh of a wolf. They were up against 
realities, and they did n't mince words. Dan 
smiled at her gently, and his great shoulder 
leaned against the traces. 

They moved through a dead world. The 
ever-present manifestations of wild life that 
had been such a dehght to Dan in the smnmer 
and fall were quite lacking now. The snow 
was trackless. Once they thought they saw a 
snowshoe rabbit, a strange shadow on the snow, 
but he was too far away for Snowbird to risk 
a pistol shot. The poimd or two of flesh would 
be sorely needed before the journey was over, 
but the pistol cartridges might be needed still 
more. She did n't let her mind rest on certain 
possibilities wherein they might be needed. 
Such thoughts stole the courage from the spirit, 
and courage was essential beyond all things else 
to bring them through. 

Once a flock of wild geese, stragglers from 
the main army of waterfowl, passed overhead 
on their southern migration. They were many 
months too late. Thev called down their eerie 
cries, — that song that they had learned from 
the noise the wind makes, blowing over the 
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bleak marshes. It wailed down to them a long 
time after the flock was hidden by the distant 
tree tops, and seemed to shiver, with cm'ious 
echoes, among the pines. Trudging on, they 
listened to its last note. And possibly they un- 
derstood the cry as never before. It was one 
of the imtamed, primitive voices of the wilder- 
ness, and they could reahze something of its 
sadness, its infinite yearning and complaint. 
They knew the wilderness now, just as the 
geese themselves did. They knew its cold, its 
himger, its remorselessness, and beyond all, the 
fear that was bright eyes in the darkness. No 
man could have crossed that first twenty miles 
with them and remained a tenderfoot. The 
wild was sending home its lessons, one after an- 
other, imtil the spirit broke beneath them. It 
was showing its teeth. It was reminding them, 
very clearly, that in spite of houses built on 
the ridges and cattle pens and rifles and all 
the tools and aids of civiUzation, it was still im- 
conquered. 

Mostly the forest was heavily laden with 
silence. And silence, in this case, did n't seem 
to be merely an absence of soimd. It seemed 
like a substance in itself, something that lay 
over the snow, in which all sound was immedi- 
ately smothered and extinguished. They 
heard their own footfalls in the snow and the 
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crunch of the sled. But the sound only went 
a little way. Once in a long time distant trees 
cracked in the frost; and they all stood still a 
moment, trying to fight down the vain hope 
that this might be some himter from the valleys 
who would come to their aid. A few times they 
heard the snow shding, with the dull sound of 
rolling window shade, down from the overbur- 
dened limbs. The trees were inert with their 
load of snow. 

As the dawn came out, they all stood still and 
listened to the wolf pack, singing on the ridge 
somewhere behind them. It was a large pack. 
They could n't make out individual voices, — 
neither the more shrill cry of the females, the 
yapping of the cubs, or the low, clear G-below- 
middle-C note of the males. 

" If they should cross our tracks — " Len- 
nox suggested. 

" No use worrying about that now — not im- 
til we come to it," Dan told him. 

The morning broke, the sim rose bright in a 
clear sky. But still they trudged on. In spite 
of the fact that the sled was heavy and broke 
through the snow crust as they tugged at it, 
they had made good time since their departure. 
But now every step was a pronoimced effort. 
It was the dreadful beginning of fatigue that 
only food and warmth and rest could rectify. 
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'' We '11 rest now/' Dan told them at ten 
o'clock. " The sun is warm enough so that we 
won't need much of a fire. And we 'U try to 
get five hours' sleep." 

" Too long, if we 're going to make it out," 
Lennox objected. 

" That leaves a work-day of nineteen hours," 
Dan persisted. " Not any too little. Five 
hours it will be." 

He found where the snow had drifted against 
a great, dead log, leaving the white covering 
only a foot in depth on the lee side. He began 
to scrape the snow away, then hacked at the 
log with his ax until he had procured a piece 
of comparatively dry wood from its center. 
They all stood breathless while he hghted the 
httle pile of kindling and heaped it with green 
wood, — the only wood procurable. But it 
did n't bum freely. It smoked fitfully, threat- 
ening to die out, and emitting very httle heat. 

But they did n't particularly care. The sim 
was warm above, as always in the mountain 
winters of Southern Oregon. Snowbird and 
Dan cleared spaces beside the fire and slept. 
Lennox, who had rested on the journey, lay on 
his sled and with his uninjured arm tried to 
hack enough wood from the saplings that Dan 
had cut to keep the fire burning. 

At three they got up, still tised and aching in 
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their bones from exposm'e. Twenty-four hours 
had passed since they had tasted food, and their 
unreplenished systems complained. There is 
no better engine in the wide world than the 
human body. It will stand more neglect and 
abuse than the finest steel motors ever made by 
the hands of European craftsmen. A man 
may fast many days if he lies quietly in one 
place and keeps warm. But fasting is a deadly 
proposition while pulling sledges over the 
snow. 

Dan was less hopeful now. His face told 
what his words did not. The lines cleft deeper 
about his Kps and eyes; and Snowbird's heart 
ached when he tried to encourage her with a 
smile. It was a wan, strange smile that 
couldn't quite hide the first sickness of de- 
spair. 

The shadows quickly lengthened — simply 
leaping over the snow from the fast- falling sim. 
Soon it dropped down behind the ridge ; and the 
gray of twilight began to deepen among the 
more distant trees. It blurred the outline and 
dulled the sight. With the twilight came the 
cold, first crisp, then bitter and penetrating 
to the vitals. The twihght deepened, the 
snow turned gray, and then, in a vague way, the 
joimiey began to partake of a quahty of im- 
reahty. It was not that the cold and the snow 
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and their hunger were not entirely real, or that 
the wilderness was no longer naked to their 
eyes. It was just that their whole eflFort 
seemed like some dreadful, emburdened jour- 
ney in a dream. - a stumbling advance under 
difficulties too many and real to be true. 

The first sign was the far-off cry of the wolf 
pack. It was very faint, simply a stir in the 
ear drums, yet it was entirely clear. That 
clear, cold moimtain air was a perfect telephone 
system, conveying a message distinctly, no mat- 
ter how faintly. There were no tall buildings 
or cities to disturb the ether waves. And all 
three of them knew at the same instant it was 
not exactly the cry they had heard before. 

They could n't have told just why, even if 
they had wished to talk about it. In some dim 
way, it had lost the strange quahty of despair 
that it had held before. It was as if the pack 
were running with renewed Ufe, that each wolf 
was calling to another with a dreadful sort of 
exultation. It was an excited cry too, — not 
the long, sad song they had learned to listen for. 
It sounded immediately behind them. 

They could n't help but hsten. No human 
ears could have shut out the sound. But none 
of them pretended that they had heard. And 
this was the worst sign of all. Each one of the 
three was hoping against hope in his very heart; 
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and at the same time» hoping that the others did 
not miderstand. 

For a long time, as the darkness deepened 
about them, the forests were still. Perhaps, 
Dan thought, he had been mistaken after all. 
His shoulders straightened. Then the chorus 
blared again. 

The man looked back at the girl, smihng into 
her eyes. Lennox lay as if asleep, the lines of 
his dark face curiously pronoimced. And the 
girl, because she was of the moimtains, body 
and soul, answered Dan's smile. Then they 
knew that all of them knew the truth. Not 
even an inexperienced ear could have any delu- 
sions about the pack song now. It was that 
oldest of wilderness songs, the hunting-cry, — 
that frenzied song of blood-lust that the wolf 
pack utters when it is running on the trail of 
game. It had foimd the track of living flesh 
at last. 

" There 's no use stopping, or trying to climb 
a tree," Dan told them simply. " In the first 
place, Lennox can't do it. In the second, 
we 've got to take a chance — for cold and hun- 
ger can get up a tree where the wolf pack 
can't." 

He spoke wholly without emotion. Once 
more he tightened the traces of the sled. 

" I Ve heard that sometimes the pack will 
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chase a man for days without attacking/' Len- 
nox told them. " It all depends on how long 
they Ve gone without food. Keep on and try 
to forget 'em. Maybe we can keep 'em 
bluffed." 

But as the hours passed, it became increas- 
ingly difficult to forget the wolf pack. It was 
only a matter of turning the head and peering 
for an instant into the shadows to catch a 
ghmpse of one of the creatures. Their forms, 
when they emerged from the shadows of the 
tree trunks, were entirely visible against the 
snow. They no longer yapped and howled. 
They acted very intent and stealthy. They 
had spread out in a great wing, sUpping from 
shadow and shadow, and what were their men- 
tal processes no human being may even guess. 
It was a new game ; and they seemed to be seek- 
ing the best means of attack. Their usual fear 
of men, always their first emotion, had given 
way wholly to a himting cimning: an elBFort to 
procure their game without too great risk of 
their own hves. In the desperation of their 
hunger they could not remember such things 
as the fear of men. They spread out farther, 
and at last Dan looked up to find one of the 
gray beasts waiting, hke a shadow himself, in 
the shadow of a tree not one himdred feet from 
the sled. Snowbird whipped out her pistoL 
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" Don't dare! " Dan's voice cracked out to 
her. He didn't speak loudly; yet the words 
came so sharp and commandhig, so like pistol 
fire itself, that they penetrated into her con- 
sciousness and choked back the nervous reflexes 
that in an instant might have lost them one of 
their three precious shells. She caught herself 
with a sob. Dan shouted at the wolf, and it 
melted into the shadows. 

" You won't do it again. Snowbird? " he 
asked her very humbly. But his meaning was 
clear. He was not as skilled with a pistol as 
she; but if her nerves were breaking, the gun 
must be taken from her hands. The three 
shells must be saved to the moment of utmost 
need. 

" No," she told him, looking straight into his 
eyes. " I won't do it again." 

He beheved her. He knew that she spoke 
the truth. He met her eyes with a half smile. 
Then, wholly without warning. Fate played its 
last trump. 

Again the wilderness reminded them of its 
might, and their brave spirits were almost 
broken by the utter remorselessness of the blow. 
The girl went on her face with a crack of wood. 
Her snowshoe had been cracked by her fall of 
the day before, when running to the fire, and 
whether she struck some other obstruction in 
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the snow, or whether the cracked wood had 
simply given way under her weight, mattered 
not even enough for them to investigate. As in 
all great disasters, only the result remained. 
The result in this case was that her snowshoe, 
without which she could not walk at all in the 
snow, was irreparably broken. 



VI 

" Fate has stacked the cards against us,** 
Lennox told them, after the first moment's 
horror from the broken snowshoe. 

But no one answered him. The girl, white- 
faced, kept her wide eyes on Dan. He seemed 
to be peering into the shadows beside the trail, 
as if he were watching for the gray forms that 
now and then glided from tree to tree. In 
reality, he was not looking for wolves. He was 
gazing down into his own soul, measuring his 
own spirit for the trial that lay before him. 

The girl, imable to step with the broken 
snowshoe, rested her weight on one foot and 
hobbled like a bird with broken wings across to 
him. No sight of all this terrible joimiey had 
been more dreadful in her father's eyes than 
this. It seemed to split open the strong heart 
of the man. She touched her hand to his arm. 

" I 'm sorry, Dan," she told him. " You 
tried so hard — " 

Just one little soimd broke from his throat — 
a strange, deep gasp that could not be sup- 
pressed. Then he caught her hand in his and 
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kissed it, — again and again. '^ Do you think 
I care about that? '* he asked her. " I only 
wish I could have done more — and what I 
have done does n't count. Just as in my fight 
with Cranston, nothing counts because I did n't 
win. It 's just fate, Snowbird. It 's no one's 
fault, but maybe, in this world, nothing is ever 
any one's fault." For in the twilight of those 
winter woods, in the shadow of death itself, 
perhaps he was catching glimmerings of eter- 
nal truths that are hidden from all but the most 
far-seeing eyes. 

" And this is the end? " she asked him. She 
spoke very bravely. 

" No ! " His hand tightened on hers. " No, 
so long as an oimce of strength remains. To 
fight — never to give up — may God give me 
spirit for it till I die." 

And this was no idle prayer. His eyes 
raised to the starry sky as he spoke. 

" But, son," Lennox asked him rather 
quietly, " what can you do? The wolves 
are n't going to wait a great deal longer, and 
we can't go on." 

" There 's one thing more — one more trial 
to make," Dan answered. " I thought about it 
at first, but it was too long a chance to try if 
there was any other way. And I suppose you 
thought of it too." 
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" Overtaking Cranston? '' 

"Of course. And it sounds like a crazy 
dream. But listen, both of you. If we have 
got to die, up here in the snow — and it looks 
like we had — what is the thing you want done 
worst before we go? " 

Lennox's hands clasped, and he leaned for- 
ward on the sled. " Pay Cranston 1 " he said. 

" Yes 1 " Dan's voice rang. " Cranston's 
never going to be paid unless we do it. There 
will be no signs of incendiarism at the house, 
and no proofs. They '11 find our bodies in the 
snow, and we '11 just be a mystery, with no one 
made to pay. The evidence in my pocket will 
be taken by Cranston, sometime this winter. 
If I don't make him pay, he never will pay. 
And that 's one reason why I 'm going to try to 
carry out this plan I 've got. 

" The second reason is that it 's the one hope 
we have left. I take it that none of us are 
deceived on that point. And no man can die 
tamely — if he is a man — while there 's a 
chance. I mean a yoimg man, Uke me, — not 
one who is old and tired. It soimds perfectly 
silly to talk about finding Cranston's winter 
quarters, and then, with my bare hands, con- 
quering him, taking his food and his blankets 
and his snowshoes and his rifle to fight away 
these wolves, and bringing 'em back here." 
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" You would n't be barehanded," the girl re- 
minded him. " You could have the pistol." 

He did n't even seem to hear her. " I Ve 
been thinking about it. It's a long, long 
chance — much worse than the chance we had 
of getting out by straight walking. I think 
we could have made it, if the wolves had kept 
off and the snowshoe had n't broken. It would 
have nearly killed us, but I beheve we could 
have got out. That 's why I did n't try this 
other way first. A man with his bare hands 
has n't much of a chance against another with 
a rifle, and I don't want you to be too hopeful. 
And of coiu'se, the hardest problem is finding 
his camp. 

" But I do feel siu'e of one thing: that he is 
back to his old trapping line on the North Fork 
— somewhere south of here — and his camp is 
somewhere on the river. I think he would have 
gone there so that he could cut off any attempt 
I might make to get through with those letters. 
My plan is to start back at an angle that will 
carry me between the North Fork and oiu* old 
house. Somewhere in there I '11 find his tracks, 
the tracks he made when he first came over to 
burn up the house. I suppose he was careful 
to mix 'em up after once he arrived there, but 
the first part of the way he hkely walked 
straight toward the house from his camp. 
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Somewhere, if I go that way, I '11 cross his trail 
— within ten miles at least. Then I '11 back- 
track him to his camp." 

" And never come back! " the girl cried. 

" Maybe not. But at least everything that 
can be done will be done. Nothing will be left. 
No regrets. We will have made the last trial. 
I *m not going to waste any time, Snowbird. 
The sooner we get your fire built the better." 

" Father and I are to stay here — ? " 

" What else can you do? " He went back 
to his traces and drew the sled one himdred 
yards farther. He didn't seem to see the 
gaimt wolf that backed off into the shadows as 
he approached. He refused to notice that the 
pack seemed to be steadily growing bolder. 
Himian himters usually had guns that could 
blast and destroy from a distance ; but even an 
animal intelligence could perceive that these 
three seemed to be without this means of in- 
flicting death. A wolf is ever so much more 
intelligent than a crow, — yet a crow shows 
little fear of an unarmed man and is wholly im- 
approachable by a boy with a gun. The ugly 
truth was simply that in their increasing mad- 
ness and excitement and himger, they were be- 
coming less and less fearful of these three 
strange himians with the sled. 

It was not a good place for a camp. They 
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worked a long time before they cleared a little 
patch of ground of its snow mantle. Dan cut 
a number of saplings — laboriously with his 
ax — and built a fire with the comparatively 
dry core of a dead tree. True, it was feeble 
and flickering, but as good as could be hoped 
for, considering the difficulties under which he 
worked. The dead logs imder the snow were 
soaked with water from the rains and the thaws. 
The green wood that he cut smoked without 
bla^g. 

" No more time to be lost,'' Dan told Snow- 
bird. " It lies in your hands to keep the 
fire burning. And don't leave the circle of 
the firelight without that pistol in your hand." 

" You don't mean," she asked, imbelieving, 
" that you are going to go out there to fight 
Cranston — imarmed? " 

" Of course, Snowbird. You must keep the 
pistoL" 

'' But it means death; that 's all it means. 
\Vhat chance would you have against a man 
with a rifle? And as soon as you get away from 
this fire, the wolves will tear you to pieces." 

" And what would you and your father do, 
if I took it? You can't get him into a tree. 
You can't build a big enough fire to frighten 
them. Please don't even talk about this mat- 
ter, Snowbird. My mind 's made up. I think 
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the pack wiD stay here. They usually — God 
knows how — know who is helpless and who 
is n't. Maybe with the gun, you will be able 
to save your Uves." 

" What 's the chance of that? '' 

"You might — with one cartridge — kill 
one of the devils; and the others — but you 
know how they devoiu' their own dead. That 
might break their famine enough so that they 'd 
hold off until I can get back. That 's the prize 
I 'm playing for." 

" And what if you don't get back? " 

He took her hand in one of his, and with the 
other he caressed, for a single moment, the 
lovely flesh of her throat. The love he had for 
her spoke from his eyes, — such speech as no 
human vision could possibly mistake. Both of 
them were tingUng and breathless with a great, 
sweet wonder. 

" Never let those fangs tear that softness, 
while you hve," he told her gently. " Never 
let that brave old man on the sled go to his 
death with the pack tearing at him. Cheat 'em. 
Snowbird 1 Beat 'em the last minute, if no 
other way remains I Show 'em who 's boss, 
after all — of all this forest." 

" You mean — ? " Her eyes widened. 

" I mean that you must only spend one of 
those three shells in fighting off the wolves. 



/ 



276 The Voice of the Pack 

Save that till the moment you need it most. The 
other two must be saved — for something else." 

She nodded, shuddering an instant at a men- 
acing shadow that moved within sixty feet of 
the fire. The fireUght half -blinded them, dim 
as it was, and they could n't see into the dark- 
ness as well as they had before. Except for 
strange, blue-yellow Ughts, close together and 
two and two about the fire, they might have 
thought that the pack was gone. 

" Then good-by, Danl " she told him. And 
she stretched up her arms. '' The thing I said 
— that day on the hillside — does n't hold any 



more." 



His own arms encircled her, but he made no 
effort to claim her Ups. Lennox watched them 
quietly ; in this moment of crisis not even pre- 
tending to look away. Dan shook his head to 
her entreating eyes. " It is n't just a kiss, 
darling," he told her soberly. " It goes deeper 
than that. It 's a symbol. It was your word, 
too, and mine; and words can't be broken, 
things being as they are. Can't I make you 
understand? " 

She nodded. His eyes biuiied. Perhaps 
she didn't understand, as far as actual func- 
tioning of the brain was concerned. But she 
reached up to him, as women — knowing life 
in the concrete rather than the abstract — have 
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always reached up to men; and she dunly 
caught the gleam of some eternal principle and 
right behind his words. This strong man of 
the mountains had given his word, had been wit- 
ness to her own promise to him and to herself, 
and a law that goes down to the roots of life 
prevented him from claiming the kiss. 

Many times, since the world was new, com- 
fort — happiness — hfe itself have been con- 
tingent on the breaking of a law. Yet in spite 
of what seemed common sense, even though no 
punishment would f orthcome if it were broken, 
the law has been kept. It was this way now. 
It would n't have been just a kiss such as boys 
and girls have always had in the moonhght. It 
meant the symbohc remmciation of the debt 
that Dan owed Cranston, — a debt that in his 
mind might possibly go unpaid, but which no 
weight of circumstance could make him re- 
nounce. 

His longing for her hps pulled at the roots 
of him. But by the laws of his being he 
could n't claim them until the debt incurred on 
the hillside, months ago, had been paid ; to take 
them now meant to dull the fine edge of his re- 
solve to carry the issue through to the end, to 
dim the star that led him, to weaken him, by 
bending now, for the test to come. He did n't 
know why. It had its font in the deep wells of 
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the spirit. Common sense can't reveal how the 
holy man keeps strong the spirit by denying the 
flesAi. It goes too deep for that. Dan kept to 
his consecration. 

He didy however, kiss her hands, and he 
kissed the tears out of her eyes. Then he 
turned into the darkness and broke through the 
ring of the wolves. 



VII 

Dan Failing was never more thankful for 
his unerring sense of direction. He struck oflF 
at a forty-five-degree angle between their late 
course and a direct road to the river, and he 
kept it as if by a surveyor's line. All the old 
devices of the wilderness — the ridge on ridge 
that looked just alike, inclines that to the casual 
eye looked hke downward slopes, streams that 
vanished beneath the snow, and the snow-mist 
blowing across the face of the landmarks — 
could not avail against him. 

A half dozen of the wolves followed him at 
first. But perhaps their fierce eyes marked 
his long stride and his powerful body, and de- 
cided that their better chance was with the help- 
less man and the girl beside the flickering fire. 
They turned back, one by one. Dan kept 
straight on and in two hours crossed Cranston's 
trail. 

It was perfectly plain in the moonlit snow. 
He began to back-track. He headed down a 
long slope and in an hour more struck the 
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North Fork. He didn't doubt but that he 
would find Cranston in his camp, if he found 
the camp at all. The man had certainly re- 
turned to it inmiediately after setting fire to the 
buildings, if for no other reason than for food. 
It is n't well to be abroad on the wintry moim- 
tains without a supply of food; and Cranston 
would certainly know this fact. 

Dan didn't know when a rifle bullet from 
some camp in the thickets would put an abrupt 
end to his advance. The brush grew high by 
the river, the elevation was considerably lower, 
and there might be one himdred camps out of 
the sight of the casual wayfarer. If Cranston 
should see him, mushing across the moonlit 
snow, it would give him the most savage joy to 
open fire upon him with his rifle. 

Dan's advance became more cautious. He 
was in a notable trapping region, and he might 
encoimter Cranston's camp at any moment. 
His keen eyes searched the thickets, and partic- 
ularly they watched the sky line for a faint 
glare that might mean a camp fire. He tried 
to walk silently. It was n't an easy thing to 
do with awkward snowshoes; but the river 
drowned the little noise that he made. He 
tried to take advantage of the shelter of the 
thickets and the trees. Then, at the base of a 
little ridge, he came to a sudden halt. 
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He had estimated just right. Not two hmi- 
dred yards distant, a camp fire flickered and 
glowed in the shelter of a great log. He saw 
it, by the most astounding good fortune, 
through a little rift in the trees. Ten feet on 
either side, and it was obscured. 

He lost no time. He did not know when the 
wolves about Snowbird's camp would lose the 
last of their cowardice. Yet he knew he must 
keep a tight grip on his self-control and not 
let the necessity of haste cost him his victory. 
He crept forward, step by step, placing his 
snowshoes with consummate care. When he 
was one himdred yards distant he saw that 
Cranston's camp was situated beside a Uttle 
stream that flowed into the river and that — 
like the mountaineer he was — he had built a 
large lean-to reinforced with snowbanks. The 
fire burned at its opening. Cranston was not 
in sight; either he was absent from camp or 
asleep in his lean-to. The latter seemed the 
more likely. 

Dan made a wide detoiu*, coming in about 
thirty yards behind the construction. Still he 
moved with incredible caution. Never in his 
life had he possessed a greater mastery over his 
own nerves. His heart leaped somewhat fast 
in his breast ; but this was the only wasted mo- 
tion. It isn't easy to advance through such 
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thickets without ever a misstep, without the 
rustle of a branch or the crack of a twig. Cer- 
tain of the wild creatures find it easy ; but men 
have forgotten how in too many centuries of 
cities and farms. It is hardly a human quaUty; 
and a spectator would have found a rather 
ghastly fascination in watching the lithe mo- 
tions, the passionless face, the hands that did n't 
shake at all. But there were no spectators — 
unless the Uttle band of wolves, stragglers from 
the pack that had gathered on the hills behind 

— watched with Ughted eyes. 

Dan went down at full length upon the snow 
and softly removed his snowshoes. They 
would be only an impediment in the close work 
that was sure to follow. He sUd along the 
snow crust, clear to the mouth of the lean-to. 

The moonhght poured through and showed 
the interior with rather remarkable plainness. 
Cranston was sprawled, half-sitting, half-lying 
on a tree-bough pallet near the rear wall. 
There was not the sUghtest doubt of the man's 
wakefulness. Dan heard him stir, and once — 
as if at the memory of his deed of the day before 

— he cursed in a savage whisper. Although he 
was facing the opening of the lean-to, he was 
wholly unaware of Dan's presence. The latter 
had thrust his head at the side of the opening, 
and it was in shadow. Cranston seemed to be 
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watching the great, white snow fields that lay 
in front, and for a moment Dan was at loss to 
explain this seeming vigil. Then he imder- 
stood. The white field before him was part of 
the long ridge that the three of them would 
pass on their way to the valleys. Cranston 
had evidently anticipated that the girl and the 
man would attempt to march out — even if he 
had n't guessed they would try to take the help- 
less Lennox with them — and he wished to be 
prepared for emergencies. There might be 
sport to have with Dan, imarmed as he was. 
And his eyes were full of strange conjectures 
in regard to Snowbird. Both would be ex- 
hausted now and helpless — 

Dan's eyes encompassed the room: the 
piles of provisions heaped against the wall, the 
snowshoes beside the pallet, but most of all he 
wished to locate Cranston's rifle. Success or 
f ailiu-e himg on that. He could n't find it at 
first. Then he saw the glitter of its barrel in 
the moonlight, — leaning against a grub-box 
possibly six feet from Cranston and ten from 
himself. 

His heart leaped. The best he had hoped 
for — for the sake of Snowbird, not himself — 
was that he would be nearer to the gun than 
Cranston and would be able to seize it first. 
But conditions could be greatly worse than they 
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were. If Cranston had actually had the 
weapon in his hands, the odds of battle would 
have been frightfully against Dan. It takes 
a certain length of time to seize, swing, and aim 
a rifle ; and Dan felt that while he would be im- 
able to reach it himself, Cranston could not pro- 
cure it either, without giving Dan an opportu- 
nity to leap upon him. In all his dreams, 
through the months of preparation, he had pic- 
tured it thus. It was the test at last. 

The gun might be loaded, and still — in these 
days of safety devices — imready to fire; and 
the loss of a fraction of a second might enable 
Cranston to reach his knife. Thus Dan felt 
justified in ignoring the gun altogether and 
trusting — as he had most desired — to a battle 
of hands. And he wanted both hands free 
when he made his attack. 

If Dan had been erect upon his feet, his 
course would have been an immediate leap on 
the shoulders of his adversary, running the risk 
of Cranston reaching his hunting knife in time. 
But the second that he would require to get to 
his feet would entirely oflFset this advantage. 
Cranston could spring up too. So he did the 
next most disarming thing. 

He sprang up and strode into the leail-to. 

" Good evening, Cranston," he said pleas- 
antly. 
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Cranston was also upon his feet the same in- 
stant. His instincts were entirely true. He 
knew if he leaped for his rifle, Dan would be 
upon his back in an instant, and he would have 
no chance to use it. His training, also, had 
been that of the hills, and his reflexes flung him 
erect upon his feet at the same instant that he 
saw the leap of his enemy's shadow. They 
brought up face to face. The rifle was now out 
of the running, as they were at about equal dis- 
tances from it, and neither would have time to 
swing or aim it. 

Dan's sudden appearance had been so utterly 
imlooked-for, that for a moment Cranston 
could find no answer. His eyes moved to the 
rifle, then to his belt where hung his hunting 
knife, that still lay on the pallet. " Good even- 
ing. Failing," he rephed, trying his hardest to 
fall into that strange spirit of nonchalance 
with which brave men have so often met their 
adversaries, and which Dan had now. " I 'm 
surprised to see you here. What do you 
want? " 

Dan's voice when he replied was no more 
warm than the snow banks that reinforced the 
lean-to. " I want yoiw rifle — also your snow- 
shoes and your suppUes of food. And I think 
I '11 take your blai^kets, too." 

"And I suppose you mean to fight for 
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them? " Cranston asked. His lips drew up in 
a smile, but there was no smile in the tone of his 
words. 

" You 're right," Dan told him, and he 
stepped nearer. " Not only for that, Crans- 
ton. We 're face to face at last — hands to 
hands. I Ve got a knife in my pocket, but I 'm 
not even going to bring it out. It 's hands 
to hands — you and I — imtil everything's 
square between us." 

" Perhaps you Ve forgotten that day on the 
ridge? " Cranston asked. " You have n't any 
woman to save you this time." 

" I remember the day, and that 's part of the 
debt. The thing you did yesterday is part of 
it too. It 's all to be settled at last, Cranston, 
and I don't beheve I could spare you if you 
went to your knees before me. You 've got a 
clearing out by the fire — big as a prize ring. 
We 'U go out there — side by side. And hands 
to hands we 'U settle all these debts we have 
between us — with no rules of fighting and no 
mercy in the end! " 

They measiwed each other with their eyes. 
Once more Cranston's gaze stole to his rifle, 
but lunging out, Dan kicked it three feet far- 
ther into the shadows of the lean-to. Dan saw 
the dark face drawn with passion, the hands 
clenching, the shoulder muscles growing into 
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hard knots. And Cranston looked and knew 
that merciless vengeance — that age-old sin 
and Christless creed by which he lived — had 
followed him down and was clutching him at 
last. 

He saw it in the position of the stalwart form 
before him, the clear level eyes that the moon- 
light made bright as steel, the hard lines, the 
slim, powerful hands. He could read it in the 
tones of the voice, — tones that he himself could 
not imitate or pretend. The hour had come 
for the setthng of old debts. 

He tried to curse his adversary as a weakling 
and a degenerate, but the obscene words he 
sought for would not come to his hps. Here 
was his fate, and because the darkness always 
fades before the hght, and the courage of wick- 
edness always breaks before the courage of 
righteousness, Cranston was afraid to look it in 
the face. The fear of defeat, of death, of 
Heaven knows what remorselessness with 
which this grave giant would administer justice 
was upon him, and his heart seemed to freeze 
in his breast. Cravenly he leaped for his knife 
on the blankets below him. 

Dan was upon him before he ever reached it. 
He sprang as a cougar springs, incredibly fast 
and with shattering power. Both went down, 
and for a long time they writhed and struggled 
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in each other's arms. The pine boughs rustled 
strangely. 

The dark, gaunt hand reached in vain for the 
knife. Some resistless power seemed to be 
holding his wrist and was bending its bone as 
an Indian bends, a bow. Pain lashed through 
him. — And then this dark-hearted man, who 
had never known the meaning of mercy, opened 
his hps to scream that this terrible enemy be 
merciful to him. 

But the words wouldn't come. A ghastly 
weight had come at his throat, and his tortured 
lungs sobbed for breath. Then, for a long 
time, there was a curious pounding, lashing 
sound in the evergreen boughs. It seemed 
merciless and endless. 

But Dan got up at last, in a strange, heavy 
silence, and swiftly went to work. He took 
the rifle and filled it with cartridges from 
Cranston's belt. Then he put the remaining 
two boxes of shells into his shirt pocket. The 
supphes of food — the sack of nutritious 
jerked venison hke dried bark, the httle pack- 
age of cheese, the boxes of hardtack and one of 
the small sacks of prepared flom* — he tied, 
with a single kettle, into his heavy blankets and 
flung them with the rifle upon his back. Fi- 
nally he took the pair of snowshoes from the 
floor. He worked coldly, swiftly, all the time 



The Payment 289 

munching at a piece of jerked venison. When 
he had finished he walked to the door of the 
lean-to. 

It seemed to Dan that Cranston whispered 
faintly, from his unconsciousness, as he passed ; 
but the victor did not turn to look. The snow- 
shoes cnmched away into the darkness. On 
the hill behind a half-dozen wolves — strag- 
glers from the pack — frisked and leaped about 
in a curious way. A strange smell had reached 
them on the wind, and when the loud, fearful 
steps were out of hearing, it might pay them to 
creep down, one by one, and investigate its 
cause. 



\ 



VIII 

The gray circle about the fire was growing 
impatient. Snowbird waited to the last in- 
stant before she admitted this fact. But it is 
possible only so long to deny the truth of a 
thing that all the senses verify, and that mo- 
ment for her was past. 

At first the wolves had lingered in the deep- 
est shadow and were only visible in profile 
against the gray snow. But as the night wore 
on, they became increasingly careless. They 
crept up to the very edge of the little circle of 
firelight ; and when a high-leaping flame threw 
a gleam over them, they didn't shrink. She 
had only to look up to see that age-old circle of 
fire — bright dots, two and two -^ at every 
side. 

It is an instinct in the hunting creatures to 
remain silent before the attack. The triiunph 
cries come afterward. But they seemed no 
longer anxious about this, either. Sometimes 
she would hear their footfall as they leaped in 
the snow, and what excitement stirred them she 
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did n't dare to think. Quite often one of them 
would snarl softly, — a strange sound in the 
darkness. 

She noticed that when she went to her hands 
and knees, laboriously to cut a piece of the drier 
wood from the rain-soaked, rotted snag that 
was her principal supply of fuel, every wolf 
would leap forward, only to draw back when 
she stood straight again. At such times she 
saw them perfectly plainly, — their gaunt 
bodies, their eyes lighted with the insanity of 
famine, their ivory fangs that glistened in the 
firelight. She worked desperately to keep the 
fire burning bright. She dared not neglect it 
for a moment. Except for the single pistol 
ball that she could aflFord to expend on the 
wolves — of the three she had — the fire was 
her last defense. 

But it was a losing fight. The rain-soaked 
wood smoked without fiame, the comparatively 
dry core with which Dan had started the fire 
had burned down, and the green wood, hacked 
with such heart-breaking difficulty from the 
saplings that Dan had cut, needed the most 
tireless attention to bum at all. 

When Dan had gone, these little trees were 
well within the circle of the wolves. Unfortu- 
nately, the circle had drawn in past them. Nev- 
ertheless, now that the last of the drier dead 
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wood was consumed, she shouldered her ax 
and walked straight toward the gray, crouch- 
ing bodies in the snow. For a tragic second 
she thought that the nearest of them was going 
to stand its ground. But almost when she was 
in striking range, and its body was sinking to 
the snow in preparation for a leap, it skulked 
back into the shadow. Exhausted as she was, 
it seemed to her that she chopped endlessly to 
cut away one httle length. The ax blade was 
dull, the handle awkward in her hand, she could 
scarcely stand on her broken snowshoes, and 
worse, the ice crust broke beneath her blows, 
burying the sapling in the snow. She noticed 
that every time she bent to strike a blow, the 
circle would plunge a step nearer her, with- 
drawing as she straightened again. 

Books of woodcraft often describe with what 
ease a fire may be built and maintained in wet 
snow. It works fairly well in theory, but it is 
a heart-breaking task in practice. Under such 
difficulties as she worked, it became one of those 
dreadful undertakings that partake of a night- 
mare quahty, — the walking of a treadmill or 
the sweeping of waves from the shore. 

When she secured the first length, her fire 
was almost extinguished. It threw a faint 
cloud of smoke into the air, but the flame was 
almost gone. The darkness dropped about 
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her, and the wolves came stealing over the 
snow. She worked furiously, with the strength 
of desperation, and httle by little she won back 
a tiny flame. 

Her nervous vitahty was flowing from her in 
a frightful stream. Too long she had toiled 
without food in the constant presence of dan- 
ger, and she was very near indeed to utter 
exhaustion. But at the same time she knew she 
must not faint. That was one thing she could 
not do, — to fall imconscious before the last of 
her three cartridges was expended in the right 
way. 

Again she went forth to the sapling, and this 
time it seemed to her that if she simply tossed 
the ax through the air, she could fell one of 
the gray crowd. But when she stooped to pick 
it up — She did n't finish the thought. She 
turned to coax the fire. And then she leaned 
sobbing over the sled. 

" What 's the use? " she cried. " He won't 
come back. What 's the use of fighting any 



more? 



?-" 



There 's always use of fighting," her father 
told her. He seemed to speak with difficulty, 
and his face looked strange and white. The 
cold and the exposure were having their eflfect 
on his weakened system, and unconsciousness 
was a near shadow indeed. " But, dearest, — if 
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I could only make you do what I want you 
to — " 

" What? '' 

" You 're able to climb a tree, and if you 'd 
take these coats, you would n't freeze by morn- 
ing. If you 'd only have the strength — " 

" And see you torn to pieces! " 

" I 'm old, dear — and very tired — and I 'd 
crawl away into the shadows, where you 
could n't see. There 's no use mincing words. 
Snowbird. You're a brave girl — always 
have been since a little thing, as God is my 
Judge — and you know we must face the truth. 
Better one of us die than both. And I promise 
— I 'U never feel their fangs. And I won't 
take yoiu" pistol with me either." 

Her thought flashed to the clasp himting 
knife that he carried in his pocket. But her 
eyes lighted, and she bent and kissed him. 
And the wolves leaped forward even at this. 

" We 'U stay it out," she told him. " We 'U 
fight it to the last — just as Dan would want 
us to do. Besides — it would only mean the 
same fate for me, in a little while. I could n't 
cling up there forever — and Dan won't come 
back.'* 

She was wholly imable to gain on the fire. 
Only by dint of the most heart-breaking toil 
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was she able to secure any dry fuel for it at 
all. Every length of wood she cut had to be 
scraped of bark, and half the time the fire was 
only a sickly column of white smoke. It be- 
came increasingly difficult to swing the ax. 
The trail was almost at its end. 

The after-midnight hours drew one by one 
across the face of the wilderness, and she 
thought that the deepening cold presaged 
dawn. Her fingers were numb. Her nerve 
control was breaking; she could no longer 
drive a straight blow with the ax. The nimi- 
ber of the wolves seemed to be increasing: 
every way she looked she could see them leap- 
ing. Or was this just hysteria? Surely the 
battle could go on but a few moments more. 
The wolves themselves, sensing dawn, were los- 
ing the last of their cowardice. 

Once more she went to one of the saplings, 
but she stimabled and almost went to her face 
at the first blow. It was the instant that her 
gray watchers had been waiting for. The wolf 
that stood nearest leaped — a gray streak out 
of the shadow — and every wolf in the pack 
shot forward with a yell. It was a short, ex- 
pectant cry ; but it chopped off short. For with 
a half -sob, and seemingly without mental pro- 
cess, she aimed her pistol and fired. 

A fast-leaping wolf is one of the most diffi- 
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cult pistol targets that can be imagined. It 
bordered on the miraculous that she did not 
miss him altogether. Her nerves were torn, 
their control over her muscles largely gone. 
Yet the bullet coursed down through the lungs, 
inflicting a mortal wound. 

The wolf had leaped for her throat; but he 
fell short. She staggered from a blow, and she 
heard a curious sound in the region of her hip. 
But she did n't know that the fangs had gone 
home in her soft flesh. The wolf rolled on the 
ground; and if her pistol had possessed the 
shocking power of a rifle, he would have never 
got up again. As it was, he shrieked once, 
then sped oflF in the darkness to die. Five or 
six of the nearest wolves, catching the smell of 
his blood, bayed and sped after him. 

But the remainder of the great pack — fully 
fifteen of the gray, gaunt creatures — came 
stealing across the snow toward her. White 
fangs had gone home ; and a new madness was 
in the air. 

Straining into the silence, a perfectly 
straight line between Cranston's camp and 
Snowbird's, Dan Failing came mushing across 
the snow. His sense of direction had never 
been obhged to stand such a test as this be- 
fore. Snowbird's fire was a single dot on a 
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vast plateau ; yet he had gone straight toward 
it. 

He was risking everything for the sake of 
speed. He gave no heed to the fallen timber 
that might have torn the web of his snowshoes 
to shreds. Because he shut out all thought 
of it, he had no feeling of fatigue. The fight 
with Cranston had been a frightful strain on 
muscle and nerve ; but he scarcely remembered 
it now. His whole purpose was to return to 
Snowbird before the wolves lost the last of their 
cowardice. 

The jerked venison that he had munched had 
brought him back much of his strength. He 
was wholly unconscious of his heavy pack. 
Never did he ghde so swiftly, so softly, with 
such unerring step ; and it was nothing more or 
less than a perfect expression of the ironclad 
control that his steel nerves had over his 
muscles. 

Then, through the silence, he heard the shout 
of the pack as the wolf had leaped at Snowbird. 
He knew what it meant. The wolves were at- 
tacking then, and a great flood of black, hating 
bitterness poured over him at the thought he 
had been too late. It had all been in vain, and 
before the thought could fully go home, he 
heard the dim, far-off crack of a pistol. 

Was that the first of the three shots, the one 
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she might expend on the wolves, or had the first 
two ah*eady been spent and was she taking the 
last gateway of escape? Perhaps even now 
Lennox was lying still on the sled, and she was 
standing before the ruin of her fire, praying 
that her soul might have wings. He shouted 
with all the power of his lungs across the snow. 

But Snowbird only heard the soft glide of 
the wolves in the snow. The wind was blowing 
toward Dan; and while he had heard the loud 
chorus of the pack, one of the most far-carrying 
cries, and the penetrating crack of a pistol, she 
couldn't hear his answering shout. In fact, 
the wilderness seemed pretematurally still. 
All was breathless, heavy with suspense, and 
she stood, just as Dan had thought, between 
the ruin of her fire and the sled, and she looked 
with straight eyes to the oncoming wolves. 

" Hurry, Snowbird," Lennox was whisper- 
ing. " Give me the pistol — for that last 
work. We have only a moment more." 

He looked very cahn and brave, half -raised 
as he was on the sled, and perhaps a half -smile 
lingered at his bearded lips. And the bravest 
thing of all was that to spare her, he was willing 
to take the little weapon from her hand to use 
it in its last service. She tried to smile at him, 
then crept over to his side. 

The strain was over. They knew what they 
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had to face; She put the pistol in his steady 
hand. 

His hand lowered to his side and he sat 
waiting. The moments passed. The wolves 
seemed to be waiting too, for the last flickering 
tongue of the httle fire to die away. The last 
of her fuel was ignited and burning out; they 
were crouched and ready to spring if she should 
venture forth after more. The darkness closed 
down deeper, and at last only a colunm of 
smoke remained. 

It was nothing to be afraid of. The great, 
gray leader of the pack, a wolf that weighed 
nearly one hundred pounds, began slowly and 
deliberately to set his muscles for the spring. 
It was the same as when the great bull elk comes 
to bay at the base of the cliflFs : usually some one 
wolf, often the great pack leader, wishing to 
remind his followers of his might, or else some 
f uU-grown male proud m his strength, will at- 
tack alone. Because this was the noblest game 
that the pack had ever faced, the leader chose 
to make the first leap himself. It was true that 
these two had neither such homsnor razor-edged 
hoofs as the elk, yet they had eyes that chilled 
his heart when he tried to look at them. But 
one was lying ahnost prone, and the fire was 
out. Besides, the madness of starvation, in- 
tensified ten times by their terrible realization 
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of the wound at her hip, was upon the pack as 
never before. The muscles bunched at his lean 
flanks. 

But as Snowbird and her father gazed at him 
in fascinated horror, the great wolf suddenly 
smashed down in the snow. She was aware of 
its curious, utter collapse actually before the 
sound of the rifle shot that occasioned it had 
penetrated her consciousness. It was a per- 
fect shot at long range ; and for a long instant 
her tortured faculties refused to accept the 
truth. 

Then the rifle spoke again, and a second wolf 
— a large male that crouched on the other side 
of the sled — fell kicking in the snow. The 
pack had leaped forward at the first death ; but 
they halted at the second. And then terror 
came to them when the third wolf suddenly 
opened its savage hps and screamed in the 
death agony. 

Up to this time, except for the report of the 
rifle, the attack had been made in utter silence. 
The reason was just that both breath and nerv- 
ous force are needed to shout; and Dan Fail- 
ing could aflFord to waste neither of these vital 
forces. He had dropped to his knee, and was 
firing again and again, his gray eyes looking 
clear and straight along the barrel, his fingers 
without jerk or tremor pressing again and 
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again at the trigger, his hands holding the rifle 
as in a vice. Every nerve and muscle were com- 
pletely in his conmiand. The distance was far, 
yet he shot with deadly, amazing accuracy. 
The wolves were within a few feet of the girl, 
and a fraction's waver in the gun barrel might 
have sped his bullet toward her. 

" It 's Dan Failing," Lennox shouted as the 
fourth wolf died. 

Then Snowbird snatched her pistol from her 
father's hand and opened fire. The two shells 
were no longer needed to free herself and her 
father from the agony of fangs. She took 
careful aim, and although a pistol is never as 
accurate or as powerful as a rifle, she killed one 
wolf and wounded another. 

Frenzied in their savagery, three or four of 
the remaining wolves leaped at the body of one 
of the wounded ; but the others scattered in all 
directions. Still Dan fired with the same un- 
behevable accuracy, and still the wolves died in 
the snow. The girl and the man were scream- 
ing now in the frenzied joy of deUverance. 
The wolves sciuried frantically among the 
trees ; and some of them unknowingly ran full 
in the face of their enemy, to be shot down with- 
out mercy. And few indeed were those that 
escaped, — to collect on a distant ridge, and, 
perhaps, to be haunted in dreams by a Death 
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that came out of the shadows to blast the 
pack. 

Again the pack-song would be despairing 
and strange in the winter nights, — that age- 
old chant of Famine and Fear and the long war 
of existence with only Death and Darkness in 
the end. And because it is the voice of the 
wilderness itself, the tenderfoot that camps in 
the evergreen forest will Usten, and his talk will 
die at his Ups, and he will have the beginnings 
of knowledge. And perhaps he will wonder if 
God has given him the thews and fiber to meet 
the wilderness breast to breast as Dan had met 
it : to remain and to fight and to conquer. And 
thereby his metal will be tested in the eyes of the 
Red Gods. 

Snowbird stood waiting in the snow, arms 
stretched to her forester as Dan came running 
through the wood. But his arms were wider 
yet, and she went softly into them. 

" We will take it easy from now on," Dan 
Failing told them, after the camp was cleared 
of its dead and the fire was built high. " We 
have plenty of food ; and we will travel a httle 
while each day and make warm camps at night. 
We '11 have friendship fires, just as sometimes 
we used to build on the ridge." 

" But after you get down into the valleys? " 
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Lennox asked anxiously. "Are you and 
Snowbird coming up here to hve? " 

The silence fell over their camp; and a 
wounded wolf whined in the darkness. " Do 
you think I could leave it now? " Dan asked. 
By no gift of words could he have explained 
why ; yet he knew that by token of his conquest, 
his spirit was wedded to the dark forests for- 
ever. "But heaven knows what I'll do for 
a hving." 

Snowbird crept near him, and her eyes shone 
in the bright fireUght. " I Ve solved that," she 
said. " You know you studied forestry — and 
I told the supervisor at the station how much 
you knew about it. I was n*t going to tell you 
until — until certain things happened — and 
now they have happened, I can't wait another 
instant. He said that with a httle more study 
you could get into the Forest Service — take 
an examination and become a ranger. You 're 
a natural forester if one ever hved, and you 'd 
love the work." 

" Besides," Lennox added, " it would clip 
my Snowbird's wings to make her live on the 
plains. My big house will be rebuilt, children. 
There will be fires in the fireplace on the fall 
nights. There is no use of thinking of the 
plains." 

" And there 's going to be a smaller house — 
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just a cottage at first — right beside it," Dan 
replied. He could go back to his forests, after 
all. He wouldn't have to throw away his 
birthright, fought for so hard; and it seemed 
to him no other occupation could oflFer so much 
as that of the forest rangers, — those silent, 
cool-nerved guardians of the forest and keepers 
of its keys. 

For a long time Snowbird and he stood to- 
gether at the edge of the firelight, their bodies 
warm from the glow, their hearts brimming 
with words they could not utter. Words al- 
ways come hard to the moimtain people. They 
are folk of action, and Dan, rather than to 
words, trusted to the yearning of his arms. 

" We 're made for each other. Snowbird 
darling," he told her breathlessly at last. 
" And at last I can claim what I Ve been wait- 
ing for all these months." 

He claimed it; and in open defiance to all 
civil law, he collected fully one himdred times 
in the next few minutes. But it did n't partic- 
ularly matter, and Snowbird did n't even turn 
her face. " Maybe you 've forgotten you 
claimed it when you first came back too," she 
said. 

So he had. It had completely slipped his 
mind, in the excitement of his fight with the 
wolf pack. And then while Lennox pretended 
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to be asleep, they sat, breathless with happiness, 
on the edge of the sled and watched the dawn 
come out. 

They had never seen the snow so lovely in 
the simlight. 
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